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Abstract
The rural school principalship provides unique challenges and great opportunities for conflict
and conflict management. However, minimal research exists about the rural principalship or
about rural principals’ conflict and conflict management. The purpose of this holistic, multiple
case study was to examine rural principals’ perceptions and experiences with conflict and
conflict management. Cases had to meet the criteria of the formal rural definition, and
participants had to be the sole leader of their campuses. Each of the participants completed a
questionnaire, an initial interview, and a follow-up interview. Data collection and analysis
revealed the discord experienced by these principals based on the three main areas of conflict:
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and organizational conflict. Further findings revealed perceptions of
conflict management and their approaches to the various types of conflict encountered on a daily
basis. These perceptions included mitigating conflict when possible and providing a system to
work through conflict through conversations when necessary. Finally, participants revealed a
sense of returning to equilibrium through self-care, a sense of self, and a sense of humility when
navigating their principalships and the conflicts that arise within their principalships. The
findings of this study provided information about the processes and abilities of the rural principal
to navigate the various types of conflict. The findings of this study also revealed that these
principals exhibited a significant amount of internal strife as well as a great deal of humility,
which allowed them to ease at least some of their dissonance.
Keywords: rural principal, conflict, conflict management, communication, cognitive
dissonance, case study
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Conflict emerges every day in the world of education, and due to the nature of the
position, principals must continuously work through various types of intrapersonal,
interpersonal, and organizational conflict (Saiti, 2015; Ting-Tomey & Oetzel, 2013; Vestal &
Torres, 2016). School leaders are instrumental to their schools’ success, and their ability to
manage conflict efficiently and effectively is essential to their school’s climate and culture (Fox
et al., 2015; Saiti, 2015). Because principals must deal with intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
organizational conflict, conflict management training and skills are essential to the position (Le
Fevre & Robinson, 2015; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). While conflict should be seen as an
opportunity for growth and learning, without proper training and skill development, principals
may not have the tools to help them effectively navigate the various types of conflict (Mayorga,
2014; Uzun & Ayik, 2017).
The core of conflict and conflict management is communication (Putnam, 2013). Hocker
and Wilmot (2018) expounded on the interconnection of communication and interpersonal
conflict by stating, “Communication is the medium for conflict management” (p. 2). They further
explained that communication is the root of conflict and the hope for managing conflict (Hocker
& Wilmot, 2018). Moreover, Putnam (2013) and Budd et al. (2020) acknowledged that
understanding the root causes of disputes helps navigate the conflict appropriately.
Statement of the Problem
The principal’s duties and responsibilities are continuously progressing to encompass
more than management, increasing the need for professional development (Aslanargun, 2015;
Ntho-Ntho & Nieuwenhuis, 2016; Stewart & Matthews, 2015). Some of the growing issues faced
by principals include an increase in test accountability, disconnect between the internal and
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external publics, poverty, and job-related tasks and expectations such as instructional leadership
(Wise, 2015). Perrone and Tucker (2019), along with Wise (2015), noted that principals are
graduating from preparation programs less prepared to meet the increased challenges of the
principalship. Moreover, principals are not receiving the necessary training and continuing
education needed to grow and morph, while their roles continue to change (Perrone & Tucker,
2019; Stewart & Matthews, 2015; Wise, 2015; Wright & da Costa, 2016).
Although most principals experience transitions and expectations in their roles, rural
principals have differing and additional challenges (du Plessis, 2017; Stewart & Matthews, 2015;
Wise, 2015). In rural settings, unique responsibilities and challenges arise for school leaders
including, but not limited to, insufficient time for personnel management (Hansen, 2018; Parson
et al., 2016; Stewart & Matthews, 2015), demands and expectations of constant access from the
community (Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016), and limited financial resources (du Plessis,
2017; Stewart & Matthews, 2015). Unfortunately, geographic locale and isolation (Hansen,
2018) and the magnitude of demands and responsibilities expected in this role (du Plessis, 2017;
Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016) also add to the rural principal’s challenges. These struggles
are compounded by the minimal opportunities for meaningful professional development and
growth (Stewart & Matthews, 2015) and a lack of professional support (du Plessis, 2017;
Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016; Wright & da Costa, 2016).
These challenges have the potential to cause conditions that manifest in interpersonal
conflicts (Hansen, 2018; Vestal & Torres, 2016; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). Interpersonal
conflicts are everyday occurrences for principals and may include internal and external publics
(Hansen, 2018; Le Fevre & Robinson, 2015; Vestal & Torres, 2016). Although conflict
management training and skills are essential for principals, several researchers have found that
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principals lack the necessary training and practice to exhibit strong conflict management skills
(Ntho-Ntho & Nieuwenhuis, 2016; Riasi & Asadzadeh, 2015; Saiti, 2015; Vestal & Torres,
2016). Conflict management training generally focuses on the collaborative and compromising
styles of interpersonal conflict, which tend to help parties find solutions (Vestal & Torres, 2016).
For principals, knowledge of all types of conflict management styles is essential to navigate
through their schools’ interpersonal challenges (Uzun & Ayik, 2017; Vestal & Torres, 2016).
The need for this knowledge is critical for rural school principals because many rural
school principals face the unique challenge of having to navigate all aspects of the principalship
alone. As cited by du Plessis (2017), rural school principalship entails many capacities,
expectations, limitations, and challenges. du Plessis (2017), Stewart and Matthews (2015), and
Wood et al. (2013) identified struggles presented in the rural setting, which include greater and
higher demands of the principal from the community, federal and state mandates, and the internal
publics, with limited time and resources. Most rural principals are the only administrator on their
campus, requiring them to be responsible for all aspects of the leadership role: budgeting,
personnel management, discipline, public relations, and professional development for faculty,
staff, and self (du Plessis, 2017; Parson et al., 2016; Stewart & Matthews, 2015). These
expectations and responsibilities could lead to an increase in conflict, resulting in a greater
demand for conflict management (Hansen, 2018; Vestal & Torres, 2016; Wieczorek & Manard,
2018).
Despite the increased possibilities for conflict related to the rural principalship, there is a
paucity of research on conflict management in small schools (Vestal & Torres, 2016). In one of
the few studies addressing this lack in the research of small schools and conflict management,
Vestal and Torres (2016) stressed the complexity of conflict management in relationship to the
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principalship in this way: “The campus leader must often assume the shifting role of boss, friend,
advisor, and confidant, while also addressing the pressing needs of the school” (Vestal & Torres,
2016, p. 29). However, as Vestal and Torres (2016) acknowledged, limited research exists
regarding principals’ conflict management. Additionally, no research currently exists that
explores the perceptions of High Plains Texas rural school principals’ conflict management
experiences, practices, and understandings as they navigate the principalship.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative, holistic multiple case study was to examine the
perceptions of High Plains Texas pre-K–12 rural school principals related to the nature of
conflict management in the educational setting. Rural principals were defined as 1A and 2A
principals and must be the sole leader of their campuses. This study’s potential benefits were to
gain a greater understanding of skills and knowledge of conflict management practices among
rural school principals. Furthermore, this study aimed to provide superintendents and educational
service centers with information about what types of support rural principals need. Additionally,
this study sought to provide educational institutions with more information and awareness of
rural principals’ needs in order to refine principal education programs.
Research Questions
RQ1. What are rural school principals’ experiences with conflict related to their
principalships?
RQ2. What are rural school principals’ perceptions of conflict management related to
their principalships?
RQ3. How do rural school principals navigate intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
organizational conflicts on a daily basis?
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Theoretical Framework
This study’s theoretical framework was a combination of two theories: organizational
culture theory (OCT) and cognitive dissonance theory (CDT). First, for OCT, West and Turner
(2018) and Pacanowsky and O’Donnell-Trujillo (1982) postulated that each organization,
regardless of size or field, possesses its own intricately woven culture influenced by
communication. Moreover, Pacanowsky and O’Donnell-Trujillo (1982) argued that
organizations should be evaluated using a case study approach because of the interconnectedness
of all key players and the ability to understand better the reasons behind behaviors and beliefs.
Cognitive dissonance theory, the second theory of the theoretical framework, relates to
the inner turmoil often faced by individuals engaged in conflicting beliefs, ideas, or behaviors.
Individuals who find themselves in cognitive dissonance react to reduce the amount of
dissonance they are currently experiencing (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 2019; West & Turner,
2018). Cognitive dissonance creates discord and conflict within the individual, often spilling into
interpersonal conflicts because of varying perceptions (West & Turner, 2018).
Data Collection and Analysis
This multiple case study research study was designed to include four to six cases, of
which each case included one principal from a rural campus. Principal participants were the sole
leader of their campuses. Purposive sampling was employed to ensure that the research
participants were selected because they know the most about the research topic. That is,
participants were chosen based on their direct link to the phenomenon being explored (Leavy,
2017; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018).
The data collection included a questionnaire and two interviews. Principal participant
information was sought through a questionnaire, an initial interview (via GoToMeeting), and one
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follow-up interview (GoToMeeting). This data collection process was designed to obtain
information about rural principals’ beliefs, experiences, and perceptions about conflict and
conflict management. The data collection process was also designed to address principals’
responses and problem-solving approaches to conflict, to ask emerging questions or seek
clarification, and to provide opportunities for member checking.
Data were analyzed using the seven steps of the framework method by Gale et al. (2013).
The data analysis process will involve transcription, familiarization with the interview, coding,
developing a working analytical framework, applying the framework, and presenting findings
and recommendations. The framework method was chosen because it requires the novice
researcher to systematically and thoroughly analyze the data (Gale et al., 2013).
Definition of Key Terms
Communication. Communication involves positive and negative interactions between
various people in various situations through written, verbal, or expressive avenues to gain
understanding and continuously navigate the world around them (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; West
& Turner, 2018).
Conflict. Conflict can be intrapersonal, interpersonal, or both and is usually based on
perceived struggles internally and externally (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; McCorkle & Reese,
2018).
Conflict management. Conflict management requires a person to know and understand
the various types of conflict management styles and know which to use in any given situation
(McCorkle & Reese, 2018).
Conflict management styles. Conflict management styles include five different types of
handling conflicts based on personal preference and perceptions of situations (McCorkle &
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Reese, 2018).
Interpersonal conflict. Interpersonal conflict includes discord between two or more
parties and arises when perceptions and realities do not line up and communication between
parties breaks down (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018).
Intrapersonal conflict. Intrapersonal conflict centers around internal struggles and
dialogue about beliefs and ideas (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018).
Organizational conflict. Organizational conflict entails conflict directly related to the
overt and covert workings of the organization, which may include work identity, work groups,
leadership, and work culture (McCorkle & Reese, 2018).
Perception. Perception is how a person or group interprets or perceives communication
from other people or groups (McCorkle & Reese, 2018).
Rural. The U.S. Census Bureau defines rural as a geographical location away from urban
or suburban areas that include populations of less than 2,000 people (as cited in Ratcliffe et al.,
2016).
Chapter Summary
Chapter 1 established some of the challenges and potential conflicts associated with the
changing roles and increased responsibilities associated with the principalship. Next, details were
provided about the distinctive challenges associated with rural school principals in their roles as
sole leaders of their campuses while contending with geographical locale and isolation. Then, the
purpose and research questions were presented, as was a description of the limited research in
this area. Finally, there was a brief presentation of the research plan, including the research
design choice of a holistic multiple case study, the data collection processes of questionnaires
and semistructured interviews, and the analysis processes using the framework method (Gale et
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al., 2013).
Chapter 2 consists of a literature review centered around a theoretical framework
encompassing organizational culture theory and cognitive dissonance theory. Guided by the
theoretical framework, Chapter 2 examines pivotal research as well as current literature
addressing principalship, rural principalship, conflict, and conflict management.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
The purpose of this research study was to examine the perceptions of rural pre-K–12
principals related to the nature of conflict management. All principals face challenges, changes,
and increased expectations related to their positions (Perrone & Tucker, 2019; Wise, 2015).
These demands, expectations, and challenges create conflict on a daily basis that must be
navigated (Hancock et al., 2019; Klocko & Wells, 2015). However, rural principals experience
distinctive demands, expectations, and challenges unique to their rural principalships (du Plessis,
2017; Hansen, 2018; Hardwick-Franco, 2018; Saiti, 2015). Professional development and
continuing education training are not always available to principals, especially rural principals
(Hardwick-Franco, 2018; Stewart & Matthews, 2015). Without effective conflict management
training and skills, rural school principals face a significant amount of unchecked intrapersonal
and interpersonal conflict (Hatton et al., 2017; Parson et al., 2016). Unfortunately, researchers
have not given much attention to rural school principals’ conflict management experiences,
practices, and understandings.
Literature Search Methods
To conduct this comprehensive review of literature, I used Abilene Christian University’s
OneSearch database to locate relevant articles, including some of the following databases:
Academic Search Complete, Complementary Index, EBSCOhost, Education Source, Eric,
JSTOR Journals, and ScienceDirect. Aside from foundational researchers necessary for the
theoretical framework or background information of sections, the following parameters existed:
years were narrowed to a window of 2012–2020, only peer-reviewed academic journals were
searched, and only complete articles were selected. Additionally, search words included “conflict
management AND principals OR administration”; “rural principals AND conflict”; “rural
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principals AND conflict management”; “rural principals challenges”; “communication AND
principals OR administration”; “principal leadership AND conflict management”; “conflict
management theory”; “conflicts AND schools”; “conflict management theory”; “communication
theories.” Basic searches with keywords such as principalship, rural school principals, conflict
management in schools, communication, and effective communication in schools were also
utilized to locate relevant research articles.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework serves as the groundwork and structure of a study (Grant &
Osanloo, 2016). As noted by Grant and Osanloo (2016), the theoretical framework is the
blueprint of an investigation that informs the readers. In conjunction with informing the reader,
the theoretical framework establishes the justification for the methods and analysis. The
theoretical framework for this study included organizational culture theory and cognitive
dissonance theory. These theories acted as a guide and rationale for the problem statement, the
purpose, the significance, and the research questions (Grant & Osanloo, 2016).
Organizational Culture Theory
Organizational cultural theory (OCT), introduced in the early 1980s by Pacanowsky and
O’Donnell-Trujillo (1982) and based on the work of Geertz (1973), encompasses the tangible
and the intangible workings of the organizational culture and includes the interactions of those
within the organization (as cited in West & Turner, 2018). In 1982, Pacanowsky and O’DonnellTrujillo published an alternative view of the workings of an organization based on the culture of
the organization, asserting that an organization is more than production, and communication
plays a key role in the culture. While they stated a desire not to disregard the commonly held
beliefs and practices of evaluating the organization, they argued that looking at it quantitatively
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through the accepted theories and data collection at the time favored management and production
(Pacanowsky & O’Donnell-Trujillo, 1982). Their goal in 1982 was to establish another approach
to the organizational theory by looking at the culture and communication of the organization.
Pacanowsky and O’Donnell-Trujillo (1982) stated, “The underlying motive of the organizational
culture approach is coming to understand how organizational life is accomplished
communicatively” (p. 121). Additionally, organizations are more than a system, and any group
can be classified as an organization when the group is based on communication (West & Turner,
2018).
West and Turner (2018) stated, “An organization’s culture is composed of shared
symbols … Organizational stories, rituals, values, and rites of passage” (p. 275). Furthermore,
these relationships are vast, complex, and influence the organization as a whole. Organizational
culture theory centers on three assumptions: (a) people in the organization establish and hold an
organizational reality, (b) people within the organization establish the organization’s symbols
and their meanings, and (c) cultures vary from one entity to another, even in the same field (West
& Turner, 2018, pp. 275–279).
Based on the studies of Pacanowsky and O’Donnell-Trujillo (1982), OCT consists of five
different types of communicative performances: (a) ritual, (b) passion, (c) social, (d) political,
and (e) enculturation (West & Turner, 2018, pp. 281–284). These communicative performances
require a certain degree of “acting” and communication by members of the organization. Ritual
performances are those experiences that occur consistently and continuously and can include
personal, task, social, and organizational rituals. Passion performances center around the stories
members of the organization enjoy telling others in the organization regardless of the time-lapse
of the event and the telling (West & Turner, 2018). Social performances encompass the social
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graces that help an organization run smoothly and maintain a professional working environment.
According to West and Turner, political performances are “are organizational behaviors that
demonstrate power or control” (2018, p. 283). The purpose of the political performance is to
persuade or coerce others to follow. Enculturation performances require members to take steps
to become “contributing members of the organization” (West & Turner, 2018, p. 284).
Application of OCT to the Study. Under Pacanowsky and O’Donnell-Trujillo’s (1982)
broad definition of an organization, rural schools and the community surrounding them serve as
an organization. The rural context requires greater interaction between the principal, the internal
public, and the external public. Within the organization, rural principals navigate the
expectations within the school’s four walls as well as the expectations that spill out into the
community on a consistent basis (Pendola & Fuller, 2018). Rural schools serve as the hub and
cornerstone in their small communities (du Plessis, 2017; Hatton et al., 2017; Preston & Barnes,
2017). Relationships with faculty, staff, upper administration, students, parents, board members,
and community members become essential for the rural principal’s success (du Plessis, 2017;
Hansen, 2018; Hatton et al., 2017; Pendola & Fuller, 2018). The principal serves as the
connection between those who work inside the school and those who have a vested interest in the
school and what the school represents within the community. Therefore, the rural principalship
fits within the framework of OCT.
Cognitive Dissonance Theory
In 1957, Festinger introduced cognitive dissonance theory (CDT) to the world of
psychology (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 2019; West & Turner, 2018). Cognitive dissonance is
defined as “feelings of discomfort resulting from inconsistent attitudes, thoughts, and behaviors”
(West & Turner, 2018, p. 105). Whether the cognitive dissonance is by choice or forced upon the
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individual, the outcome reads the same: the greater the dissonance, the greater the drive to
relieve the dissonance (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 2019; West & Turner, 2018). People
experiencing cognitive dissonance typically engage in the following behaviors to return to a state
of consonant: (a) disregard differing opinions and viewpoints, (b) alter beliefs or behaviors to
align with current actions or beliefs, or (c) seek affirmation of choices after the fact (West &
Turner, 2018, pp.106–111).
One aspect of CDT includes the concept of perception in relation to dissonance. These
perceptions may include self, others, groups, and situations (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 2019).
Those experiencing dissonance take action to relieve the uncomfortable state of perceptual
discord using four different approaches: (a) selective exposure, (b) selective attention, (c)
selective interpretation, or (d) selective retention (West & Turner, 2018, pp. 111–112). Selective
exposure allows individuals to obtain consonance by intentionally seeking out information that
conforms to their present beliefs or actions. Selective attention allows the individual to return to
a state of consonant by disregarding differing opinions and viewpoints in favor of those that
support the current held beliefs or actions (West & Turner, 2018). Selective interpretation allows
individuals to morph vague evidence into concrete support for their current beliefs or actions.
Selective retention provides the opportunity for individuals to form opinions and perceptions of
others and situations that fit current beliefs or actions (West & Turner, 2018).
A final aspect of CDT, postdecision dissonance, may occur after major decisions or
actions occur (West & Turner, 2018, p. 114). Within this area of CDT, people rationalize their
behavior based on their beliefs and assurances from those around them. When individuals face
what is known as postdecision dissonance, they tend to seek the reassurance of the choices or
actions made; they desire affirmation to help return to a state of consonant (West & Turner,
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2018). This reassurance serves as the equilibrium needed to reduce the dissonance and move
forward.
Application of CDT to the Study. The rural principalship comes with many
responsibilities and expectations that lead to cognitive dissonance, which leads to various types
of conflict such as intrapersonal, interpersonal, and organizational conflicts. Hocker and Wilmot
(2018) noted that intrapersonal conflict and the internal warring of beliefs and ideas often spill
into interpersonal conflicts because of perceptions and actions (or lack of actions). The rural
principalship may present inconsistent goals, attitudes, thoughts, and behaviors as they attempt to
navigate the various aspects of the position (du Plessis, 2017; Hansen, 2018; Hatton et al., 2017;
Pendola & Fuller, 2018; Wood et al., 2013).
Many rural principals face the difficulty of trying to balance the expectations of home,
school, bureaucracy, and community with their personal beliefs, causing discord within
themselves and with others (Hansen 2018; Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; Stewart & Matthews, 2017).
Furthermore, because these principals face another, more pressing challenge unique to the rural
context (Hansen, 2018; Hatton et al.; 2017; Wood et al., 2013; Yettick et al., 2014), they often
find themselves responsible for all decision-making processes (Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek &
Manard, 2018), which may lead to postdecision dissonance, allowing these principals to question
major decisions and require reassurance from others (West & Turner, 2018). The unique
challenges and responsibilities of the rural principal lead to opportunities for cognitive
dissonance and a drive to return to a more stable, consistent belief pattern.
The Rural Principalship
Principals hold a position of leadership within their respective schools. They are
responsible for fostering student growth, providing teacher development, ensuring a safe climate
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and positive culture for their schools, and developing individual professional growth (Fox et al.,
2015; Wise, 2015). The principalship is continuously changing and increasing in job demands
and expectations (Fox et al., 2015; Wise, 2015). Additionally, Yettick et al. (2014) identified
shared challenges between rural and nonrural schools that included accountability, identifying
and providing appropriate supplemental educational services, supplemental (not supplant)
services, and reporting and compliance requirements (p. 7). Furthermore, principals are expected
to adapt, adjust, and be a catalyst for leadership, student growth, and relationship building while
navigating various types of conflict (Aslanargun, 2015; Fox et al., 2015; Ntho-Ntho &
Nieuwenhuis, 2016; Wise, 2015). However, although principals in the urban, suburban, and rural
contexts struggle with meeting the demands of the principalship, rural principals face a unique
set of challenges associated with their role (Beesley & Clark, 2015; Hardwick-Franco, 2018;
Parson et al., 2016).
The research literature on rural principals primarily focuses on (a) geographical locale
and isolation, (b) internal and external public expectations, (c) roles and responsibilities, (d)
workload and time constraints, (e) limited capital and human resources, (f) limited access to
professional support and communities, and (g) limited access to professional development (du
Plessis, 2017; Hansen, 2018; Wood et al., 2013). These challenges could serve as barriers to the
overall professional growth and success of rural principals (du Plessis, 2017; Stewart &
Matthews, 2015).
Geographical Locale and Isolation
Locale plays a major role in the challenges faced by rural principals (du Plessis, 2017;
Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016; Wood et al., 2013). However, most researchers do not define
geographical locale or geographical isolation within their studies. Those who offer a definition
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use the U.S. Census Bureau definitions (e.g., Parson et al., 2016; Preston & Barnes, 2017;
Stewart & Matthews, 2015), and two specific studies refer to their states for additional
definitions of rural (Pendola & Fuller, 2018; Yettick et al., 2014). Therefore, for clarification
purposes, a definition of rural is provided as a way of understanding the rural context.
Rural Defined
The U.S. Census Bureau, in conjunction with the Office of Management and Budget
(OMB), determine what populations are considered urban and which populations are considered
rural. These determinations include subcategories based on population size, geographical
location, and distance to a metropolitan (metro) hub. The U.S. Census Bureau defines rural as
“all population, housing, and territory not included within an urbanized area or urban cluster”
(Ratcliffe et al., 2016, p. 3). Ratcliffe et al. (2016) explained, “urbanized areas are areas with
50,000 or more people. Urban clusters are areas with at least 2,500 but fewer than 50,000
people” (p. 3). Using the definitions from the U.S. Census Bureau and the OMB, the National
Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) website provides a breakdown of each school district
and its classification as urban, suburban, or rural, along with its subcategory.
According to the NCES (2006), rural school districts fall into three categories: fringe,
distant, or remote. The NCES (2006) defines each subcategory as follows:
•

Fringe is census-defined rural territory that is less than or equal to 5 miles from an
urbanized area, as well as rural territory that is less than or equal to 2.5 miles from an
urban cluster;

•

[Distant is] census-defined rural territory that is more than 5 miles but less than or
equal to 25 miles from an urbanized area, as well as rural territory that is more than
2.5 miles but less than or equal to 10 miles from an urban cluster; and
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•

Remote is census-defined rural territory that is more than 25 miles from an urbanized
area and is also more than 10 miles from an urban cluster. (NCES, 2006, p. 1)

Based on the U.S. Census Bureau and NCES definitions of rural, logically geographical
locale would directly impact all areas of the rural principalship. Numerous researchers (e.g.,
Hansen, 2018; Hatton et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2013; Yettick et al., 2014) directly or indirectly
identified that the majority of challenges stemmed from the geographical locale, which leads to
the main challenge of geographical isolation. In Figure 1, the connections between geographical
locale and isolation and roles and responsibilities, internal and external publics, workload and
time constraints, limited capital and human resources, limited access to professional support and
communities, and limited access to professional development are presented.
Figure 1
Effects of Geographical Locale and Isolation on the Rural Principalship

The Rural Principalship
Geograhical Locale and
Isolation
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Note. I created this graphic.
Because of the unique challenges of the rural principalship that stem from the
geographical locale and isolation, it is located at the center of the figure. Wood et al.’s (2013)
quantitative survey study with midwestern superintendents revealed geographical isolation as the
greatest challenge to recruiting and retaining principals in all rural districts, regardless of their
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proximity to an urban context. In identifying specific details of the challenges to recruiting and
retaining principals, Wood et al. (2013) highlighted how prospective principals’ lack of
understanding of the rural setting and way of life could ultimately lead to principal attrition.
Furthermore, Wood et al. (2013) found that while school districts identified as more
geographically rural (e.g., rural remote), they identified isolation as the greatest challenge to
recruitment, and those districts closer to an urban locale were more likely to struggle with
recruitment due to higher-paying comparable positions in the nonrural locale. Echoing Wood et
al.’s (2013) discovery about where the principal lives in relation to the rural setting or
environment, Hansen (2018) highlighted evidence suggesting that the closer a rural principal
lived to an urban location, the more likely the principal was to leave the position for a higherpaying position or another administrative position with few duties and expectations.
Internal and External Publics’ Expectations
The rural principalship is a unique role that guided and influenced internal and external
publics’ expectations of the principalship (du Plessis, 2017; Hatton et al., 2017; Pendola &
Fuller, 2018). In the rural context, the school is often the cornerstone of the community, and rural
principals are viewed as important pillars of both the school and the community (Hatton et al.,
2017; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). Hatton et al. (2017) observed of the rural principalship,
“Being a principal in a rural school is not simply a job but a lifestyle” (p. 13). Hatton et al.
(2017), Pendola and Fuller (2018), and Wieczorek and Manard (2018) noted the school and the
community’s expectations of the principal’s ability to fit into the culture and community inside
and outside the school building. Therefore, there appears to be a major push for “grow your
own” programs to ensure principals are adequately prepared for the rural context (Pendola &
Fuller, 2018; Wood et al., 2013), along with interview processes designed to find people that
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match the cultural and community expectations rather than the most qualified candidate in some
instances (Pendola & Fuller, 2018).
While some studies highlighted the positive connections between the high visibility and
continuous interactions of the principal and the community (Hatton et al., 2017; Preston &
Barnes, 2017), other studies revealed that the continuous access and high expectations served as
a major challenge for the rural principal (Hatton et al., 2017; Pendola & Fuller, 2018; Wieczorek
& Manard, 2018). Wieczorek and Manard’s (2018) phenological study of rural principals
revealed that the expectations of attendance from the internal and external publics created a pull
and push pressure to attend community events and be involved in all areas of the school and
community at all times. Some of the study’s principal participants acknowledged this distinct
difference between being an administrator in a larger district and being an administrator in a
rural district (Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). Several studies indicated a significant connection
between the rural principalship and the community they serve (Hatton et al., 2017; Pendola &
Fuller, 2018; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). Wood et al.’s (2013) survey research study results
revealed a lack of connection or similar values of the community that lead to higher rates of
attrition among rural school principals.
Part of being a rural principal requires an individual to be able to become part of the
climate and culture within the school building and outside the school building and then maintain
positive climates and cultures in connection to both (Wieczorek & Manard, 2018; Wood et al.,
2013). To help mitigate some of the concerns, worries, and need to fit, Wood et al. (2013)
observed the desire for superintendents and local school boards to hire and refine candidates
from within the school and community because they understand the rural context and the
responsibilities the principal has to the school and the community. Moreover, Wieczorek and
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Manard’s (2018) findings identified the overwhelming demands on the beginner rural principal,
while Hansen’s (2018) participants discussed the role as all-consuming and, at times,
overwhelming and isolating. However, it is important to note that du Plessis (2017) and Preston
and Barnes (2017) identified a positive connection between a principal’s availability to those
within the school and those outside the school building. By being available and accessible to all
stakeholders, rural principals are able to fulfill their roles and responsibilities while working to
balance the local needs, expectations, and values with the mandates from federal and state
agencies (Preston & Barnes, 2017).
Rural Principals’ Roles and Responsibilities
The rural context presents a unique role for the principalship. Because rural districts have
smaller student populations and less funding than their urban and suburban counterparts, rural
principals are often responsible for overseeing a multitude of grade levels and often serve as the
sole leader of their campuses (Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). Rural principals
serve in a variety of roles and hold various responsibilities that may include disciplinarian,
manager, instructional leader, human resource department, the school-to-community liaison,
custodian or bus driver, etc. (Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018).
Additionally, the smaller the school, the more responsibilities are required of the
principal (Parson et al., 2016). In fact, many principals noted that they spent the majority of their
time contending with managerial demands that they were unable to engage in in the instructional
leadership aspect of their job (Parson et al., 2016). Furthermore, Parson et al. (2016) found that
principals valued and believed that instructional leadership was the main focus of their role, but
rural principals in their study described most of their leadership as transactional. These findings,
coupled with the participant descriptions from Hansen (2018) and Wieczorek and Manard
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(2018), demonstrated a set of roles and responsibilities unique to that of the rural principalship,
one that leads to challenges in workload and time constraints.
Workload and Time Constraints
The rural principalship creates workload and time constraint challenges apart from the
nonrural principalships (Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). The workload of rural
principals is heavy-laden due to their unique position of either being the sole administrator of
their campuses or one of very few for the district (Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek
& Manard, 2018). All principals in Hansen’s (2018) case study reported being responsible for all
aspects of principalship, and several voiced their frustration with the inability to perform their
duties to their personal standards and expectations. Resonating with these findings, Parson et
al.’s (2016) and Wieczorek and Manard’s (2018) studies found that principals spend a large
portion of their day on managerial duties (e.g., budgets, student discipline, teaching, community
issues, parent issues, district-level duties), in part because district personnel and positions do not
exist, leaving little time for principals to spend in classrooms and providing support for their
staff.
Because of the expectations during school and outside of school, principals may not be
able to attend to all their responsibilities effectively (Hansen, 2018). Furthermore, principals felt
stretched thin and required to accomplish numerous responsibilities and demands inside and
outside the school building, regardless of the planning and the hours spent trying to complete all
the duties associated with the position, that the work was never finished (Hansen, 2018; Parson
et al., 2016). Parson et al.’s (2016) participants highlighted the daily struggle with the principal’s
workload and time constraints by noting that principals seldom accomplish all of their daily
planned tasks because their jobs are so unpredictable based on its many roles and
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responsibilities. Also, the management of people consumes most of their time, but they are still
responsible for conducting walkthroughs, evaluations, and other tasks associated with their role
as instructional leaders (Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016).
Another lesser-studied challenge associated with the principal’s workload and time
constraints is the rural principal’s struggle for work-life balance (Hansen, 2018). Work-life
balance was a significant theme that emerged from all six principals in Hansen’s (2018) research
study. Each participant acknowledged that personal reasons led to their decision to separate from
their rural principalship (Hansen, 2018). Rural principals have a unique set of expectations from
the school setting and the rural community setting, so trying to tend to the needs of the school,
community, and home can create numerous challenges and discord between the different aspects
of the rural principalship life (Hansen, 2018; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018).
Limited Capital and Human Resources
Although the education system, as a whole, may express needs for more funding and
resources, schools in the rural context appear to struggle the most with meeting federal and state
accountability mandates based on funding and staffing shortages (Hatton et al., 2017; Wieczorek
& Manard, 2018; Yettick et al., 2014). Yettick et al. (2014) emphasized funding differences
between nonrural and rural schools. Their mixed-methods study revealed that urban districts,
even at a low amount of funding per student, would potentially receive a substantial amount of
money, whereas smaller districts with smaller enrollment numbers would not receive enough
Title I funds to cover half of a teacher’s salary (Yettick et al., 2014). Likewise, Hatton et al.’s
(2017) qualitative study reiterated funding issues and shortages for various programs.
Another important issue that arises from limited capital resources is funding for
technology (du Plessis, 2017; Yettick et al., 2014). Yettick et al. (2014) found that limited
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funding led to limited or inadequate technology. The lack of adequate technology hindered the
rural districts’ ability to effectively and efficiently report required school information for federal
funding and federal and state mandates (Yettick et al., 2014). Furthermore, du Plessis (2017) also
noted that technology needs arise and must be addressed despite a lack of funding. However, du
Plessis (2017) and Hatton et al. (2017) noted a desire for principals to meet the needs of their
schools despite the limited funding, so much so that Hatton et al. (2017) highlighted the fact that
principals are relying on community support, grants, and creative ways to solve issues for
various instructional programs integrated into the school system, which include technology.
Because funding is limited and enrollment numbers are smaller, principals find
themselves and their staff having to serve in multiple capacities (Hansen, 2018; Hatton et al.,
2017; Yettick et al., 2014). For instance, Yettick et al. (2014) observed that nonrural schools
typically had the funding to hire a position dedicated solely to overseeing and managing federal
funds and reporting on federal funding expenditures. In the rural setting, there is typically not
enough money in the budget to cover positions like this or extra support staff, so the
responsibilities are usually shared by the superintendent, principal, and staff members with
already bulging roles (Hansen, 2018; Hatton et al., 2017; Yettick et al., 2014). These extra
expectations and needs emphasize the challenges to the rural principalship as principals find
ways to compensate for the lack of human capital while worrying about the burnout of their staff
and themselves (Hansen, 2018; Hatton et al., 2017; Yettick et al., 2014).
Limited Access to Professional Support and Communities
Because of their geographical location, workload and time constraints, and limited capital
and human resources, rural principals face the challenges of limited access to immediate
professional support and professional communities (Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016; Stewart
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& Matthews, 2015; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). The farther a rural school is located from an
urban context, the more likely principals are to be and feel isolated from traditional networking
systems of principals and professional support (Parson et al., 2016; Stewart & Matthews, 2015).
Parson et al. (2016) and Wieczorek and Manard (2018) noted that due to limited capital
and human resources, principals in rural contexts typically managed all aspects of the school
decision-making independently because they did not have access to other administrators within
their school setting. This limited access to professional communities and support was noted as a
challenge and cause for attrition for all six participants of Hansen’s (2018) study. Additionally,
Stewart and Matthews (2015) discovered principals spent more of their limited time
collaborating with their staff than other principals or their superintendents. Additionally, many
principals felt as though they were not in a position to leave their schools to build professional
support or professional development because of time constraints, along with the inability for
someone else to manage the school in their absence (Stewart & Matthews, 2015).
Limited Access to Professional Development
Professional development is typically tailored to the urban school context, and therefore
is not as viable for the rural context (Hardwick-Franco, 2018; Parson et al., 2016). HardwickFranco’s (2018) review of literature established that regardless of country, the rural principalship
is different from that of the urban and suburban principalship, creating different professional
support and development needs to address the rural context. Furthermore, most professional
development is designed and tailored to meet the needs of the urban context with the assumption
that the information will apply to the rural context (Hardwick-Franco, 2018).
Due to the challenges from geographical locale and isolation, workload and time
constraints, and limited capital and human resources, rural principals may not have the
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opportunities to participate in necessary and meaningful professional development (Ohlson et al.,
2018; Stewart & Matthews, 2015; Yettick et al., 2014). Rural school districts find themselves
relying on regional service centers for support and professional development needs, and while
they are able to get some necessary training, the further out a school district is from the service
center, the greater the challenge becomes (Ohlson et al., 2018; Stewart & Matthews, 2015;
Yettick et al., 2014). Geographical locations create barriers due to the cost of travel, lodging,
trainers, substitutes, etc. (Yettick et al., 2014). Stewart and Matthews (2015) echoed these
findings and added a layer of concern when the principal is responsible for all leadership
responsibilities within the school building. Busy schedules and principals’ role demands lead to
fewer opportunities for collaboration and willingness to leave the school context (Stewart &
Matthews, 2015). Therefore, while professional development is essential to the principalship,
researchers determined that rural school principals meet significant challenges to accessing and
participating in relevant professional development (e.g., Hardwick-Franco, 2018; Parson et al.,
2016; Yettick et al., 2014).
While all principalships come with demands and expectations, the rural principalship
creates unique challenges for the principal (Beesley & Clark, 2015; Hardwick-Franco, 2018;
Parson et al., 2016). Although the greatest challenge for a rural school principal centers on the
geographical locale and isolation the role elicits, other important challenges emerged, including
internal and external publics’ expectations, differing roles and responsibilities, workload and
time constraints, limited capital and human resources, limited access to professional support and
communities, and limited access to professional development opportunities. These challenges
could lead to perceived and legitimate isolation for the rural principal. Furthermore, challenges
of the rural principalship could lead to various types of conflict requiring various types of
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communication and conflict management to help navigate the principalship (Hansen, 2018;
Parson et al., 2016).
Conflict
For this study’s purpose, conflict was defined as perceived struggles occurring internally
and externally (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; McCorkle & Reese, 2018). Conflict includes
intrapersonal and interpersonal experiences, regardless of the setting. Conflict is a necessary part
of everyone’s life and requires intentionality to manage (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018). A catalyst of
these conflicts can be the organizational setting because an organization provides a work
environment conducive to three different levels of conflict because various people from various
backgrounds converge into one setting (McCorkle & Reese, 2018).
When experiencing conflict, Hocker and Wilmot (2018) stressed the complex nature of
communication and conflict. They explained that individuals often experience mixed signals
about conflict, and many people are left confused and conflicted about the nature of conflict and
how to handle various situations. However when navigated appropriately and for positive end
results, conflict can serve as a learning opportunity for all parties involved, and therefore should
be viewed as a positive (McCorkle & Reese, 2018). Conflict is an opportunity for people to learn
more about themselves and their beliefs, about others and their ideas, and how to effectively
listen and evaluate all sides of the issue.
Intrapersonal conflict is an internal struggle where individuals are unable to reconcile
their actions or feelings with their beliefs (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; McCorkle & Reese, 2018;
West & Turner, 2018). This struggle of internal warring beliefs, ideas, or actions creates
cognitive dissonance (West & Turner, 2018). Hocker and Wilmot (2018) proposed that
intrapersonal conflict could occur before spilling into interpersonal conflict and that
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intrapersonal conflict and interpersonal conflict could occur simultaneously because
interpersonal conflict begins with some form of communication.
Interpersonal conflict requires two or more people. When communicating with others,
differences occur because no two people are the same, and as communication is navigated,
people pick up on verbal and nonverbal cues and determine what type of message and desired
outcome is being presented (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; McCorkle & Reese, 2018). Hocker and
Wilmot (2018) and Ting-Tomey and Oetzel (2013) explained that interdependent people
typically experience interpersonal conflict, and the interpersonal conflict typically occurs when
people encounter the following or any combination of real or perceived incompatible goals,
limited resources, and interference of goals, desires, or outcomes.
Organizational conflict encompasses the concepts of intrapersonal and interpersonal
conflict but adds the layers of workings of an organization (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; McCorkle
& Reese, 2018; West & Turner, 2018). Many layers of overt and covert rules and regulations
exist within the organization, allowing for conflict to emerge often. Within the organization, one
may find competition for scarce resources, interference or barriers to personal and professional
goals, competing ideas, power struggles, and outside factors such as legislation, community
expectations, bureaucracy, etc. (Avgar, 2020; Budd et al., 2020; Pondy, 1967). Additionally, an
organization comprises several groups of people and teams that require various groups and
individuals, from supervisors to subordinates, to interact and work with each other and within the
organization’s constraints (Avgar, 2020; Budd et al., 2020).
The school setting can be considered an organization. Consequently, the school setting
creates an opportunity for multilayered conflicts. These three types of conflict exist within the
school setting (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; McCorkle & Reese, 2018; West & Turner, 2018). Thus,
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the school setting also provides an opportunity for principals to experience these various types of
conflict and an opportunity to navigate them on a continual basis.
Conflict Management
Conflict management and organizational conflict management gained recognition in the
1920s and continue to be evaluated, refined, and integrated into various disciplines. Foundational
researchers, including Follett, Blake and Mouton, Thomas, and Rahim, have contributed to the
conflict management discipline. Beginning with Follett, views and management of conflict
began to emerge. Although her lectures and papers were compiled and published posthumously,
Follett significantly impacted the conflict management world (Gehani & Gehani, 2007).
According to Rahim and Magner (1995), Follett presented the concept that conflict exists in
three main forms, which included “domination, compromise, and integration” (p. 122). Follett
went on to introduce and argue for the idea of “constructive conflict,” which focuses on
accepting conflict as inevitable and as an important and positive piece of organizational and
personal growth (Gehani & Gehani, 2007).
In 1964, Blake and Mouton introduced the book, The Managerial Grid. This grid
consisted of nine levels of five different management styles that managers could exhibit.
According to Blake and Mouton (1964), management acts or reacts based on purpose, people,
and hierarchy within the organization. The degree of the levels of interest, or concern, for
production and people, will often dictate the involvement and hierarchy implemented by the
manager. Moreover, Blake and Mouton (1964) reasoned that the more aware and knowledgeable
managers are of their management preferences, the more effective the leader. However, they also
stressed that although situations often dictate the type of managerial preferences used, other
factors such as beliefs, values, and personality can also guide the style (Blake & Mouton, 1964).
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As criticism of Blake and Mouton’s work emerged, they worked to refine and write with concise
explanations of each section of their grid, such as adding the strengths and weakness of each
conflict management style (Blake & Mouton, 1985).
In 1976, Thomas wrote a chapter specifically on conflict and conflict management. In
this chapter, he converged earlier researchers’ views and definitions of conflict into a broader
definition that could apply to various types of conflict and serve as a segue for conflict
progression (Thomas, 1992). Thomas’s goal was to establish a universal definition of conflict
that would help solidify the conflict management world; he also introduced his interpretation of
the five modes of conflict based on what he identified as “assertiveness” and “cooperativeness,”
rather than Blake and Mouton’s heavy reliance on the managerial styles (Rahim & Magner,
1995; Thomas, 1992).
In 1978, Thomas and Kilmann published their conflict management style survey, known
as the Management of Differences Exercise (MODE), which aligns with Thomas’s earlier
publications centering on the five major approaches to conflict management (Thomas, 1992; van
de Vliert & Kabanoff, 1990). This quantitative survey measures the preferred conflict
management styles based on the intentions of each party to the conflict (Rahim & Magner, 1995;
Thomas, 1992; van de Vliert & Kabanoff, 1990).
In response to criticisms and self-reflection, Thomas clarified the concepts of
assertiveness and cooperativeness to reflect what he believed was the intentionality of those in
the conflict process (Thomas, 1992). When updating his original published work in 1992,
Thomas observed that his goal of generating an accepted standard theory for conflict
management had not come to fruition yet, although a framework was established and was
holding despite the changes and refinements.
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Although influenced by Blake and Mouton and Thomas, Rahim constructed the conflict
management model to encompass the concepts of concern for self and concern for others (Rahim
& Magner, 1995). These two axes provide a continuum of these concerns based on motivational
factors of those engaged in the conflict process (Rahim & Magner, 1995). Moreover, in 1983,
Rahim developed a survey model known as the Rahim Organizational Conflict Inventory
(ROCHI) and later refined the inventory calling it the ROCH-II, to quantitatively measure the
preferred conflict management styles of individuals (Rahim & Magner, 1995; van de Vliert &
Kabanoff, 1990).
Though a universal definition does not exist for conflict or conflict management, nor does
any one theory dominate the conflict management field, researchers continue to draw from the
works of Follett, Blake and Mouton, Thomas, and Rahim to construct meaning in interpersonal
conflict and organizational conflict styles and approaches to managing the conflict (Mayorga,
2014; McCorkle & Reese, 2018; Uzun & Ayik, 2017, Vestal & Torres, 2016).
McCorkle and Reese (2018) and Putnam (2013) explained that the majority of theories
used in interpersonal conflict management and resolution stem from other areas of study and
have been adapted to fit interpersonal conflict. Conflict management encompasses the ability to
understand the root cause of conflict, the ability to address conflict, and the ability to work
through conflict (Budd et al., 2020; Hocker & Wilmot, 2018). Although researchers have
attached various labels to conflict management, they tend to draw from Blake and Mouton’s
(1964), Thomas-Kilmann’s (1974), and Rahim’s (1983) conflict management grids where
concern for self and concern for others intersect at various points (as cited in Mayorga, 2014;
Rahim & Magner, 1995; Uzun & Ayik, 2017). The five main approaches to managing conflict
include the following: (a) avoiding, (b) competing or dominating, (c) accommodating or
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obliging, (d) compromising, and (e) collaborating or integrating (Mayorga, 2014; McCorkle &
Reese, 2018; Rahim & Magner, 1995; Uzun & Ayik, 2017).
Avoiding. Individuals who engage in the avoiding approach to handling conflict exhibit
low concern for both self and others and lack the willingness to own or take responsibility for
solving the issues present (Mayorga, 2014; Rahim & Magner, 1995). This style can create
greater issues later as the problem or results of not resolving the issue continue to grow
(Mayorga, 2014; Rahim & Magner, 1995; Uzun & Ayik, 2017). However, avoiding conflict may
be beneficial when the individual does not see the issue as important or does not believe
confronting the issue will serve a productive purpose (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018).
Competing–Dominating. The competing (dominating) approach entails a high concern
for self and a low concern for the other side’s position or needs (Rahim & Magner, 1995; Uzun
& Ayik, 2017). One side of the conflict is favored over the other, and the end result usually
stems from a win-lose situation brought about by a power play; this behavior ends in a fractured
relationship (Mayorga, 2014; Uzun & Ayik, 2017).
Accommodating–Obliging. The accommodating (obliging) style encompasses a deep
concern for the other party but a low concern for self. Because the goal is to appease the other
party, the individual will minimize the issues or concerns to help identify harmony (Rahim &
Magner, 1995; Uzun & Ayik, 2017). McCorkle and Reese (2018) explained that accommodating
can be useful when the individual determines the outcome is not important or when reconciling
past infractions. However, caution should be exercised due to potential power imbalance
(McCorkle & Reese, 2018).
Compromising. The compromising style approach to conflict management emerges
when there is a moderate mutual concern for self and the other party (Rahim & Magner, 1995;
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Uzun & Ayik, 2017). Both parties concede pieces of their desires to move forward; the power is
shared equally between the two parties (Uzun & Ayik, 2017). However, this approach is not
always appropriate for the more multifaceted issues, and settling too quickly in a compromising
style may lead to more issues in the future (McCorkle & Reese, 2018; Uzun & Ayik, 2017).
Collaborating–Integrating. The collaborating (integrating) approach allows a high
interest and high concern for self and others (Rahim & Magner, 1995; Uzun & Ayik, 2017).
During the collaborating process, parties work together to build trust, identify problems, and
develop solutions to the issues at hand (Uzun & Ayik, 2017). If followed correctly and with
fidelity, the outcomes can be effective, positive, and far-reaching (Mayorga, 2014; McCorkle &
Reese, 2018; Uzun & Ayik, 2017). The disadvantage to the collaborative approach rests on the
time commitment and potential manipulation of one or both parties. Care and consideration
should be taken when determining if the collaborative approach is the most appropriate approach
for the issue at hand (McCorkle & Reese, 2018; Uzun & Ayik, 2017).
Communication
Communication encompasses many theories and many definitions, depending on the
writer’s purpose and perceptions (McCorkle & Reese, 2018; Putnam, 2013; West & Turner,
2018). West and Turner (2018) explained the complexity of defining communication. They
stated, “Communication is a social process in which individuals employ symbols to establish and
interpret meaning in their environment” (p. 5). Communication requires at least two people, and
the ultimate goal is an understanding of what is trying to be communicated (Hocker & Wilmot,
2018; McCorkle & Reese, 2018). Although this definition and explanation of communication
provide an excellent foundation, it fails to encompass effective communication and ineffective
communication.
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Conversely, some researchers have chosen to focus on effective and ineffective
communication without the benefit of defining the foundational piece. Sorenson and Goldsmith
(2009) and Uzun and Ayik (2017) discussed the concept of feedback, active listening (eye
contact, understanding without agreeing or disagreeing, etc.), engaging in uncomfortable but
necessary conversations, and showing responsiveness when engaged in conversations. However,
these researchers focused solely on the corporate (school) side of communication without the
benefit of acknowledging that different situations call for different types of communication and
approaches to disputes (Budd et al., 2020; Putnam, 2013).
Conflict, Conflict Management, and the Rural Principal
The core of conflict arises from perception and communication (Hocker & Wilmot,
2018). Communication occurs within one’s cognition and between people in written, verbal, and
expressive avenues to gain understanding and to continuously navigate the world around them;
however, effective communication does not always occur due to instances of miscues, differing
schemas, and misunderstandings (McCorkle & Reese, 2018; Sorenson & Goldsmith, 2009; Uzun
& Ayik, 2017; West & Turner, 2018).
Conflict arises when perceptions and realities do not line up, and communication breaks
down (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; McCorkle & Reese, 2018). Within the school setting, principals
face events and challenges every day that invoke the interweaving of communication, conflict,
and conflict management (Üstüner & Kış, 2014; Uzun & Ayik, 2017). Therefore, understanding
the cause of the conflict and knowing how to navigate the various types of conflict becomes
essential to navigating the various issues that arise from working and interacting with others
(Budd et al., 2020; Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; Uzun & Ayik, 2017).
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Because a rural school district is a type of organization, conflict surrounding the
principalship encompasses intrapersonal, interpersonal, and organizational conflict. As noted by
Üstüner and Kış (2014) and Uzun and Ayik (2017), challenges arise every day that require
appropriate navigation to ensure effective communication and conflict management for a
positive climate and culture within a school. With the sense of the rural principalship being allconsuming and the need to incorporate the internal and external publics to build strong school-tocommunity bonds (Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018), the rural
principalship lends itself to the possibility of conflicts arising daily.
Hansen (2018) and Parson et al. (2016) identified several challenges encountered by
principals, which led to various conflicts. Building on Hansen’s (2018) and Parson et al.’s (2016)
findings, these challenges may include personal conflicts (intrapersonal and interpersonal
conflicts), discord with and among students, parents, and personnel (interpersonal and
organizational conflicts), and reconciling demands and expectations associated with the internal
and external publics along with accountability and mandates associated with the educational
system (intrapersonal, interpersonal, and organizational conflicts).
Communication and conflict management are essential to the principal’s success and
require the principal to know the appropriate conflict approach for various situations (Budd et al.,
2020; Fox et al., 2015; McCorkle & Reese; Uzun & Ayik, 2017). Communication is
characterized by getting across needs, desires, and expectations (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018;
McCorkle & Reese, 2018; Uzun & Ayik, 2017). Principals’ jobs entail conflict; therefore, they
must know how to effectively and efficiently communicate and resolve conflict (Fox et al.,
2015). Effective principals understand how conflicts arise, predict and avoid conflicts, and
manage them when necessary to advance the organization’s goals (McCorkle & Reese, 2018;
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Uzun & Ayik, 2017). Because principals work with various groups, possessing conflict
resolution skills is essential to be effective in communicating and building relationships that
foster a positive climate and culture (Mayorga, 2014; Uzun & Ayik, 2017; Vestal & Torres,
2016). Hocker and Wilmot (2018), Mayorga (2014), and Ntho-Ntho and Nieuwenhuis (2016)
argued that conflict management training is necessary and should be specific to principals’
needs; this should include constructive conflict management as well as skills to complete the
entire resolution process.
Communication, conflict, and conflict management are interrelated and function together.
Communication entails a conversation, whether it be internal dialogue or among and with others
(Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; West & Turner, 2018). Conflict stems from disagreements based on
perceptions and interpretations of verbal and nonverbal cues between parties (Ting-Tomey &
Oetzel, 2013; West & Turner, 2018). Conflict management provides various options to navigate
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and organizational conflicts as they arise (Avgar, 2020; Budd et al.,
2020; Ting-Tomey & Oetzel, 2013). As principals strive to serve as the leader and decisionmaker for their respective campuses, they employ communication and conflict management
skills and styles to manage various types of conflict (Üstüner & Kiş, 2014; Uzun & Ayik, 2017).
However, minimal research exists on how rural school principals navigate these conflicts on a
daily basis.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 2 has highlighted current research that supports the idea that conflict exists
within the school context and requires a principal to effectively communicate and manage
various types of conflicts (Aslanargun, 2015; Fox et al., 2015; Ntho-Ntho & Nieuwenhuis, 2016;
Wise, 2015). Additionally, research has demonstrated that the rural principalship consists of
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unique challenges because of their rural context, which can lead to conflicts (du Plessis, 2017;
Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). However, the literature search
has revealed a dearth of literature on the conflicts that stem from their roles as rural principals
and how they navigate these conflicts daily, requiring a need for further research (Vestal &
Torres, 2016).
While Chapter 2 highlighted what is known in the current research and what is currently
missing from research in regard to rural school principals and conflict management, Chapter 3
will address the methodology chosen to study rural school principals’ perceptions of conflict and
conflict management and how these principals navigate conflict on a daily basis. Chapter 3 will
open with a review of the study’s purpose, address the qualitative multiple case study approach
to research, research participants, data collection, and member checking, along with research
analysis processes, and a concluding summary of the chapter.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
Although all principals face the ever-changing nature of principalship, rural principals
face unique responsibilities and challenges because of geographic location, financial limitations,
and lack of immediate collegial, professional support (Ntho-Ntho & Nieuwenhuis, 2016; Parson
et al., 2016; Stewart & Matthews, 2015; Uzun & Ayik, 2017). These challenges may include
constant perceived availability to the community and minimal opportunities for quality
professional development (Hansen, 2018; Wright & da Costa, 2016). Various types of conflicts
can arise from these and other professional challenges and responsibilities (Hansen, 2018; NthoNtho & Nieuwenhuis, 2016; Vestal & Torres, 2016). However, little is known about the rural
principals’ past and current experiences in managing these intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
organizational conflicts.
The purpose of this qualitative, holistic multiple case study was to examine the
perceptions of High Plains Texas pre-K–12 rural school principals related to the nature of
conflict management in the educational setting. The following research questions guided this
study:
RQ1. What are rural school principals’ experiences with conflict related to their
principalships?
RQ2. What are rural school principals’ perceptions of conflict management related to
their principalships?
RQ3. How do rural school principals navigate intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
organizational conflicts on a daily basis?
This chapter’s purpose is to provide detailed information about the research design and
methodology for this study. In the following sections, the research plan is detailed. In the
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research design section, case study research design will be explained, including a rationale for
why case study is appropriate, a definition of the case, and a justification for choosing a multiple
case study. The number of participants, the type of sampling strategy and description of the
anticipated participants, and the recruitment processes are presented in the participant section.
Data collection and data analysis processes are explained next, including the methods used and
the specific procedures. The final sections include the methods for establishing trustworthiness,
the researcher’s role, ethical considerations, assumptions, limitations, delimitations, and a brief
summary.
Methodology
Through a qualitative approach, this research examined High Plains Texas rural school
principals’ perceived experiences, practices, and understandings of conflict management related
to their role as a principal. Qualitative research is defined as research designed to examine the
lived experiences of the participants through various means such as observations, documents,
and other artifacts (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Qualitative research is appropriate for this study
because qualitative researchers seek to understand individual participants’ experiences (Saldaña
& Omasta, 2018). The principal participants’ experiences are crucial in this study due to their
unique rural situations and demands, which include conflict management issues. Qualitative
researchers also highlight participants and their voices, acknowledging each participant brings
something different to the research (Leavy, 2017; Stake, 1995). The inductive nature of
qualitative research enables researchers to focus on the participants’ words and experiences as
they relate to the research questions (Leavy, 2017).
Research Design
This study used a holistic multiple case study design. According to Yin (2018), case
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study design includes a focus on a real-world case and explores the case in an in-depth and
detailed manner. A key feature of a case study is the bounded nature of the case, based on the
context of an individual unit (e.g., a person, group, event, organization, or phenomenon) and the
study’s time and location. The case study design is particularly used when the boundaries
between issue and context situations are not clear (Yin, 2018). The contextual conditions add a
layer to the understanding of the case that other methods do not always address (Yin, 2018). In
this way, case study researchers focus on information about the case from the outside in and the
inside out, attending to the external factors (such as the location, environment, and the external
publics) and the internal factors (such as organizational culture, internal publics, and daily
operational processes; Stake, 2006).
A case study was chosen because each principal participant was in unique local contexts
within the district. The various aspects of context (external and internal) are important because
researchers have shown that rural contextual situations present unique challenges for principals,
including the community’s constant access to the principal (Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016),
geographic isolation (Hansen, 2018), and the magnitude of responsibilities of rural principals (du
Plessis, 2017). Adding more contextual aspects are the interpersonal conflicts (external and
internal) that arise due to these challenges. Considering the bounded nature of a case study, the
boundaries defining the cases were (a) physical location of the school (rural Texas districts); (b)
size of the student population of the school (i.e., 1A and 2A); (c) the participants (the principals)
being the sole administrator of the school campus; and (d) time of the study (fall 2020). Because
the focus is on rural school principals, a struggle exists between being a principal, being a
principal in a rural school, and being a principal in a rural school navigating conflict, which
coincides with Yin’s (2018) requirements for using case study designs.
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Stake (2006) explained that multiple case studies are appropriate when examining two or
more cases with commonalities. Yin (2018) suggested that a multiple case study design exhibits
a stronger, more reliable findings section than that of a single case study. When using the
multiple-case study design, the depth of research required for each case strengthens the research
findings (Stake, 2006; Yin, 2018). The different levels of data collection and analysis included
the school level and focused on the principal.
A holistic multiple case study design is a study that examines individual cases, each with
a “single unit of analysis” (Yin, 2018, p. 48). In this study, a holistic multiple case study was
most appropriate because each principal participant serves as a single case bounded by location,
different communities, student populations, faculty and staff, and different conflicts. While
differences are important between each case, it is presumed that rural school principals will also
have similar challenges based on previous research findings (Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016).
Population
For the 2017–2018 school year, 8,416 principals were employed in Texas (Ramsay,
2019). The University Interscholastic League (UIL) classifies and divides schools into
conferences for extracurricular purposes, including sports and academic competitions (2019).
The conferences are classified from 1A to 6A schools. When looking at the number of the state’s
schools by UIL conferences, the numbers are 1A = 218 schools; 2A = 201 schools; 3A = 235
schools; 4A = 206 schools; 5A = 253 schools; and 6A = 246 schools (UIL, 2019). For football
purposes, UIL divides each conference into two divisions (e.g., 1A Division I and 1A Division
II). These divisions are based on student enrollment. The 1A Division II schools have the lowest
enrollment, and 6A schools have the largest student enrollment and are not divided into
divisions. According to football divisions, the number of schools in each conference and division
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related to this study is as follows: 1A Division I includes 77 schools; 1A Division II includes 76
schools; 2A Division II includes 93 schools (UIL, 2019).
According to the regional educational support centers, the High Plains area includes
approximately 48,000 square miles, more than 120 school districts, with some schools serving
less than 30 students to over 29,000 students on any given day (Region 16 Educational Support
Center, 2020; Region 17 Educational Support Center, 2021). The population of this study
included rural principals for the 2020 school year. Principals were recruited from High Plains
rural 1A Division I and II and 2A Division II schools.
Sample Population
Participants for this study included principals from each selected campus, and each was
considered a case. Purposive sampling was used in this study. Purposive sampling is designed to
ensure that the research participants are selected because they know the most about the research
topic. That is, participants are chosen based on their direct link to the phenomenon being
explored and their ability to provide rich data related to the phenomenon (Leavy, 2017; Saldaña
& Omasta, 2018).
Yin (2018) explained that case study research is not based on a set number but designed
to include the desired number of participants for this study. The nature of the holistic multiple
case studies allows for the opportunity to compare as few as two cases depending on timeframes,
depth of research, and desired data collection purposes (Yin, 2018). Because of the desired depth
of data collection and diversity within the rural principalship and the small participant pool, the
study was limited to four to six principal participants. The intention was to include two principals
from 1A Division II schools, two principals from 1A Division I schools, and two principals from
2A Division II schools, resulting in six total participants. Two principal representatives were to

42
be chosen from each division as a way to discover whether or not similarly sized schools have
similar or different challenges.
Principals were selected using the regional service center’s list of schools within the
service area to ensure the most purposeful sampling for this study. Additionally, information
from the U.S. Department of Education’s NCES (2006) was used to help identify school districts
identified as rural. Principals of 1A and 2A schools were selected for this study as these
principals will reflect the most rural contextual situations. Due to these inherent situations, the
participating principals were responsible for all significant components of principalship,
including but not limited to budget, discipline, personnel, etc. In this study, schools with assistant
principals will not be eligible for consideration. Principals were similar in that they are all from
smaller, rural schools located within a specific geographical location. However, each principal
participant will represent unique experiences related to their individual school districts. Two
candidates from each division were selected to support the multiple case study parameters. It is
the intent that this population will present similar and different challenges, which is indicative of
the multiple case study approach.
Principals were selected using the regional service center’s website, in which schools are
listed within the service area. Information from NCES (2006) was used to identify rural school
districts. Once potential participants were identified, principals of rural 1A and 2A schools were
contacted by email. Emails were sent to principals who met the criteria explaining the study and
criteria for participation (see Appendix A). Interested principals were asked to reply to the email
to begin the process of participation consent. The following steps outlined the recruitment
processes:
1. I looked up qualifying sites on the regional service center (RSC) website and verified
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rural status using the NCES website’s database for rural school identification.
2. I sent an email to each rural principal in the qualifying divisions, introducing myself
and explaining the study’s purpose and requesting participation.
3. If interested, I sent the informed consent forms via school email to each participant.
4. Only two participants per division were eligible to participate in this study. Therefore,
if more than two principals in a division expressed interest, I placed additional
respondents on an alternate list.
Materials and Instruments
Materials for this study included an online survey program, SurveyMonkey, as well as a
virtual meeting platform designed to record and transcribe the meeting, GoToMeeting.
Instruments included one questionnaire, an initial interview, and one follow-up interview. The
questionnaire was designed to gather demographic information and initial thoughts about conflict
and conflict management. The interviews were designed to be semistructured using set questions
based on the study’s research questions (see Appendix B) and incorporated information gathered
from questionnaire responses.
Three types of data sources achieved triangulation for this study. Yin (2018) explained
the importance of collecting multiple sources of data to bolster a case study’s validity and
reliability. By using a questionnaire and two separate interviews for this case study, participants
were contacted and engaged in various avenues of data collection (Yin, 2018). Thus,
triangulation was met for all participants.
Questionnaire
The questionnaire (see Appendix B) was the first source of data and was sent out using
the online survey program, SurveyMonkey. The questionnaire consisted of 13 questions, which
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included demographic questions, questions concerning education, years of experiences, and the
participant’s initial thoughts related to conflict and conflict management.
Interviews
Principals participated in two individual interviews that were conducted virtually.
Interviews were digitally recorded (both video and audio) using GoToMeeting’s secured
platform. Recordings were transcribed by the secure professional transcription service, Rev.com
(n.d.). Semistructured interviews were conducted to ensure consideration of participants’ time
constraints. Semistructured interviews are interviews that include open-ended questions and
allow the researcher flexibility in asking interview questions (Merriam, 2009). This flexibility
includes varying the order of questions and asking questions that may emerge during the
interview. Each face-to-face interview was audio or video recorded using the web-based program
GoToMeeting. At the beginning of each interview, principal participants were assured that their
participation was voluntary, and they could leave the study at any time with no questions asked.
Interview questions were structured around the research questions and also incorporated previous
data collected from each participant.
The initial interview consisted of 12 semistructured questions (see Appendix C) and
responses from the questionnaire. The second interview served as a follow-up interview with its
own interview protocol (see Appendix D). The follow-up interview was semistructured and
consisted of 12 to 14 established questions. The interview also incorporated responses from the
first interview and questionnaire based on emerging themes. Details of theme generation will be
discussed further in the analysis section.
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Data Storage
All data during and at the completion of the study were stored according to the Abilene
Christian University’s (ACU) policies and procedures. All data stored digitally on my personal
computer were both password and print protected. Any printed or handwritten information was
placed in a locked cabinet when not in use for coding or reviewing. Once the study was
complete, all required information was given to ACU for storage for the next three years.
Data Collection
Data collection consisted of a questionnaire and two interviews. The questionnaire was
sent to participants prior to the initial interview. Each participant participated in an initial
interview. Once initial interviews were completed, data from each interview were reviewed
individually and then collectively before the follow-up interviews were completed.
Questionnaire
In order to gain background knowledge about the school and the principal prior to the
interviews, all participants completed a questionnaire. The purpose of the questionnaire was to
gather demographic data pertinent to the study and add depth to the interviews. The use of the
questionnaire allowed more time for the actual interview by collecting background information,
such as demographics, before the interviews. The questionnaire allowed me to gather
foundational information about participants’ beliefs about conflict and conflict management
through three rating-scale questions and one open-ended question (see Appendix E).
Additionally, the questionnaire responses helped mold the semistructured interviews for each
participant because each principal participant had unique responses.
Interviews
The initial interview’s purpose was to establish rapport and gather initial information
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about rural school principals’ perceptions and experiences with conflict and conflict management
in their settings. This interview was designed to last 45–60 minutes to accommodate principals’
busy schedules and avoid interview fatigue and took place virtually through GoToMeeting. The
initial interview was semistructured and incorporated responses from the questionnaire. The first
interviews were completed, transcribed, and coded prior to conducting the follow-up interviews.
The principal follow-up interviews were also conducted virtually through GoToMeeting.
These interviews lasted between 30 to 45 minutes. This interview was also a semistructured
interview with a number of set questions. However, using data from the questionnaire and the
previous interview, an additional purpose of this interview was to add depth to the study and gain
specific information, examples, and details of the principals’ experiences with conflict
management and themes that emerge from coding the questionnaire responses and the first
interview. The purpose of this interview was to address any emerging questions from the first
interview. This follow-up interview also served as an opportunity for either party to seek
clarification or add information to the participants’ data.
Pilot Testing
Before beginning data collection, Yin (2018) recommended that qualitative researchers
conduct pilot testing. Piloting a case study allows the researcher to hone data collection
processes and protocols (Yin, 2018). The researcher uses the pilot testing to identify areas of
weakness within the study and works to refine the issues. Moreover, this testing provides the
researcher the opportunity to evaluate and report what was learned through this process with
each pilot case (Yin, 2018).
In this research study, the questionnaire and both interview protocols were piloted by at
least two rural school principals who were not intended to be study participants. I contacted
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friends who currently serve as rural school principals. I emailed them the link for the
questionnaire with the intention of feedback for the ease of completing the questionnaire and
evaluating the responses for clarity. I also emailed the interview protocol for both interviews.
The purpose was to determine if the questions made sense to the participants and ensure that
jargon was not included. Additionally, I sought one person to participate in the full data
collection process for the above reasons and ensure that asking these questions elicited answers
that pertained to the research questions. Furthermore, by running through the entire process from
start to finish, I was able to practice the process and refine any areas identified in the pilot
testing. All findings from the pilot testing are reported in detail in Chapter 4.
Member Checking
Member checking serves as a way for the participant to review captured data and
interpretations made by the researcher (Stake, 1995). This review allows an opportunity for the
participants to clarify or add information that may be helpful in understanding the experiences of
the participant. Member checking may also provide an opportunity for the participant and
researcher to engage in clarifying and deeper conversations (Stake, 1995). Thus, member
checking helps ensure the reliability and credibility of the study.
Therefore, member checking occurred at each phase of the data collection process. At the
beginning of the first interview, questions and clarifications were asked based on their responses
to the questionnaire. At the end of the interview, I asked any initial clarifying questions related to
the interview data. In the follow-up interview, I shared the initial findings with the participant
and asked for their input on the findings. Finally, each principal participant was provided an
opportunity for member checking through an email copy of their finalized transcripts. The email
was sent to the address specified by the participant in the questionnaire, and participants were
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provided the opportunity to add or clarify any information. Participants were given a week to add
or clarify any information.
Data Analysis
Data management began with compiling the data. Data included a questionnaire,
interview responses, and interview transcripts for each case. Data were analyzed using the
framework method (Gale et al., 2013). Additionally, each case was analyzed as an individual
case, and then all cases were cross-synthesized (Yin, 2018).
The data analysis for this study followed the framework method (Gale et al., 2013). The
framework method included seven steps. The first step was to transcribe the interviews. Step two
consisted of immersing myself in the data so that I became familiar with the data. This step
included listening to audio recordings and reading transcripts multiple times. The third step was
coding. An inductive analysis was used; I identified codes based on the participants’ words and
the meaning being conveyed by extended phrases (Saldaña, 2016). Gale et al. (2013) stated that
coding was specific to the phenomenon being studied and could include but was not limited to
behavior, emotions, and values.
In the fourth step, a “working analytical framework,” included grouping the codes based
on similarities (p. 4). A tentative label for each group was established. The fifth step required me
to employ the framework for additional cases throughout the research study. Step six required
me to develop a matrix and effectively map out the data from synthesized and coded data. The
final step was to interpret the data based on findings identified in the matrix and any analytical
memos recorded during the research process (Gale et al., 2013).
Because this study was a holistic multiple case study, cross-case synthesis was most
appropriate and essential to maintaining the complexity of the individual case while examining
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its connection to the other cases. Cross-case synthesis allows a researcher to move from the
individual case findings to comparing cases for emerging themes, similarities, and differences
among the cases (Yin, 2018). Each case was initially coded and analyzed as an individual case to
honor each participant’s individual experiences and perceptions (Yin, 2018). After the individual
case study analyses, I moved to the second part of the analysis: the cross-case synthesis approach
(Yin, 2018).
Trustworthiness
Qualitative research requires rigor to present robust findings and establish
trustworthiness. Relying on Guba and Lincoln’s (1989, as cited in Amankwaa, 2016) argument
for four necessary tenets of trustworthiness of qualitative research, Amankwaa suggested ways to
establish protocols to help ensure trustworthiness exists within a study. Trustworthiness was
achieved by securing the following four areas: (a) creditability, (b) transferability, (c)
dependability, and (d) confirmability (Amankwaa, 2016; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018; Yin, 2018).
Creditability
Creditability requires the researcher to implement several techniques. These techniques
affirm the researcher conducted the study using triangulation, member checking, research data
collecting congruent to research questions and methodology outlined, and ethical treatment of
members and research (Amankwaa, 2016; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Triangulation was obtained
through multiple data collection points, which included principal questionnaires and multiple
semistructured interviews. Member checking was implemented for each participant to ensure
their data represented their stories accurately.
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Transferability
The nature of case study qualitative research lends itself to the transferability aspect of
trustworthiness. Because qualitative data does not represent objective data, the researcher was
responsible for providing in-depth descriptions of the setting, the participants, and the specific
findings (Amankwaa, 2016; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018; Stake, 1995). These thorough descriptions
provide others with enough detail to determine if the contexts and situations described in the
study align with their own context (Amankwaa, 2016). I provided detailed descriptions of the
rural cases, including the context, the participants, and their experiences as represented through
their direct quotes (Amankwaa, 2016; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018; Stake, 1995).
Dependability
The study’s methods and procedures were laid out in a way that future researchers can
understand the various aspects of the study. The study was written to provide clarity and a stepby-step guide for future researchers to replicate the study’s process. Additionally, each step of
the data analysis was carefully recorded and reported to help bolster reproduction. These
recordings could help future researchers replicate the data analysis.
Confirmability
Confirmability intertwines with credibility to complete the cycle of trustworthiness in a
qualitative study. Confirmability rests on the study’s audit trail to ensure findings are reported in
a neutral way and the participants’ stories are communicated truthfully. Confirmability also
requires triangulation and member checking to ensure data was correctly reported (Amankwaa,
2016; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018; Stake, 1995). For this study, data triangulation served as the
main form of data collection (Yin, 2018).
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Researcher’s Role
I had no direct ties to the participants in my study; however, I have experience as a
teacher in a rural district. My role as a rural schoolteacher led to my desire to research the
perceptions, experiences, and understandings of the rural principal in relation to conflict and
conflict management. Therefore, conscious awareness of potential bias was exercised throughout
the data collection and data analysis processes of this study, which included an opportunity for
member checking.
My job as the researcher encompassed all aspects of this research study, from recruiting
participants to reporting my findings. I was responsible for conducting the research in a manner
that provided the most comfortable setting for participants to engage in conversation. As the
researcher, my role also included the responsibility of following the protocols laid out in this
chapter to ensure this study’s trustworthiness.
Ethical Considerations
Institutional review board (IRB) approval (see Appendix F) was sought and granted
before any data was collected. Each selected principal participant was approached through their
professional email address requesting their participation in the study. Informed consent forms
were obtained and kept on file. Participants were told at each meeting that they might leave the
study at any time without any repercussions. Additional measures to protect participants included
nonidentifying pseudonyms. Any names, including location identifiers, were changed to protect
those in the study and those mentioned in the study.
Assumptions
This study assumed some truths without the benefit of verification (Terrell, 2016). First,
the principal participants voluntarily participated in the research study. Participant consent and
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the opportunity to withdraw from the study at any time and for any reason provided a safeguard
for the participants. Another assumption was that principal participants would provide candid,
honest responses to questions asked during the data collection phase, including the questionnaire
and the subsequent semistructured interviews. Assurances of pseudonyms and general location
descriptions provided protection for principal participants. The final assumption of this study
was that the principal participants qualified for the study. This was assured through NCES
(2006) records of rural identification and the local regional service centers’ and UIL’s websites
for division identification.
Limitations
Limitations existed in this research study. First, due to the recent outbreak of COVID-19,
interviews had to be conducted through virtual meetings. This situation limited the ability to visit
principals in their rural contexts and observe body language and their environments that would
otherwise have been a part of the fieldwork journaling. Two of the participants were unable to or
did not wish to turn on their cameras for the virtual interviews.
Another limitation was who participated in the study. Potential principal participants
were sent an invitation to participate in the study, but due to time constraints and other variables,
most principals were able to or wished to participate in the study. Moreover, time constraints
posed limitations because (a) the data collection for the study was limited to a single timeframe
of fall 2020, and (b) principals were exceptionally busy and were able to provide limited time for
interviews and interactions.
Delimitations
A delimitation of this study was that the number of principal participants was limited to
six total participants, with two from each UIL division (1A Division I, 1A Division II, and 2A
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Division II). Because the study was qualitative in nature and was limited to a maximum of six
rural principals, the responses only reflected those of the participants. Likewise, the cases were
bound by rural locales. Rural schools were selected to help support research in the rural context;
thus, findings may not transfer to all rural school districts due to size and unique conditions.
Chapter Summary
The purpose of this holistic multiple case study was to examine four to six rural
principals’ experiences and perceptions of conflict and conflict management related to their
principalship. Although many research methods exist, the most appropriate method for this study
was multiple case study because these principal participants have firsthand knowledge of their
lived experiences and perceptions (Leavy, 2017; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). The principals were
bound cases by virtue of their roles as rural school principals. Moreover, these principals had
similar experiences, but they also had different experiences because of their unique locations.
For each case, the principal participant completed a questionnaire, and two semistructured
interviews were conducted throughout the fall of the 2020–2021 school year.
The questionnaire and semistructured interviews were guided by three main research
questions. Data analysis included coding using the seven steps of the framework method by Gale
et al. (2013) and was based on participant responses in connection to the three main research
questions and the theoretical framework centered on cognitive dissonance theory and
organizational cultural theory (see Appendix G).
Finally, the design, method, and analysis were structured in a way to ensure triangulation
and an overall creditable study. Multiple points of data collection and member checking were
implemented to ensure triangulation. Because limited research exists about rural school
principals’ experiences and perceptions of conflict and conflict management, this research
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provided significant insight into the rural principal’s challenges, conflicts, and conflict
management skills. The results and analysis of the holistic multiple case study will be
highlighted in Chapter 4.
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Chapter 4: Results
The purpose of this qualitative, holistic multiple case study was to examine the
perceptions of High Plains Texas pre-K–12 rural school principals related to the nature of
conflict management in the educational setting. Knowledge about these experiences and
perceptions of rural principals’ conflict and conflict management allows for an opportunity to
understand the rural context and address the needs of those who lead rural schools, specifically in
the area of conflict management. The following research questions guided this study:
RQ1. What are rural school principals’ experiences with conflict related to their
principalships?
RQ2. What are rural school principals’ perceptions of conflict management related to
their principalships?
RQ3. How do rural school principals navigate intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
organizational conflicts on a daily basis?
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the results of the data analysis. The data for this
study included a preinterview questionnaire, an initial interview, and a follow-up interview. This
chapter is organized into the following sections: an introduction, a summary of research focus
and process, presentation of findings, and a concluding summary of the chapter.
Summary of Research Focus and Processes
This study used a holistic multiple case study. It allowed each case to be examined and
analyzed as a single unit and then cross-case synthesized to examine similarities and differences.
This qualitative holistic multiple case study examined four different principals bound by their
rural geographical location and qualification as the sole leader of their campus.
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Four pilot testers, who were not eligible to be a part of the study but had rural
principalship experience, reviewed the data collection instruments to establish validity.
Questions for the semistructured interviews were refined for clarity based on feedback from the
pilot testers. After validation, I emailed 65 candidates who met the sampling criteria. Five
principals replied, stating a willingness to participate in the study. Of these five, four participants
were able to complete the research processes. Consent was obtained via email, and each
participant was emailed a preinterview questionnaire via SurveyMonkey to gather initial data:
principal demographics, school profile, and conflict and conflict management. The questionnaire
aided in the development of the semistructured interviews, and the initial interview aided in finetuning the questions for the follow-up interview. I conducted initial interviews and follow-up
interviews using the GoToMeeting virtual platform with each participant. Member checks
consisted of transcription verification and participant profile verification based on questionnaire
responses. Participants were provided opportunities to examine and validate the information
from each piece of data collection.
After each step of data collection, the information was reviewed to find emerging themes.
Data were analyzed by implementing the seven steps from the framework method (Gale et al.,
2013).
1. Questionnaires were emailed to each participant using SurveyMonkey. Once
completed, participants participated in initial interviews and then follow-up
interviews through GoToMeeting, and transcripts were transcribed by Rev.com (n.d.).
2. I verified each transcript by listening to the interviews and reviewing each word of
the transcript. Additionally, I took detailed notes throughout each participant
interview. After my verification, the transcripts were sent to participants for member
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checking.
3. I listened to each interview twice. I also read each transcript numerous times to gain
familiarity with each one.
4. Data were coded through an inductive approach for each individual participant to
maintain the integrity of the single case. I looked for words that stood out, as well as
patterns of word usage.
5. I cross-examined cases for patterns and developed categories. Data were sorted
according to categories identified during the inductive coding process for each
participant.
6. Data were then sorted into matrices based on themes, categories, and subcategories,
with supporting evidence from each participant.
7. Each transcript and matrix was reviewed throughout the write-up of each theme to
ensure a comprehensive interpretation of the data.
Findings
This section provides detailed information of the participants on this multiple case study
and the findings of the research conducted over the course of the fall semester of 2020. The first
part of the findings section begins with a broad overview of those who participated in the study
and their individual school contexts. The next part provides detailed information of each piece of
data collected from the questionnaire (excluding demographic or profile information) and a
cross-case analysis of each answer provided in the questionnaire and interviews.
Participants
The goal was to recruit two participants from each specified division, equaling six total
participants, but the study’s parameters allowed for four to six participants. Therefore, the
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criterion for four to six participants was met. Five participants were recruited; however, only four
cases were completed. Participant D was removed from the study due to scheduling conflicts and
time constraints. I recruited 1A and small 2A principal participants. This criterion was met using
the UIL division categories: one participant in 1A Division 1, 1A Division II, and two
participants in 2A Division II. The criterion that all participants were from classified rural areas
according to National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES, 2006) was met. Each case fell
under the rural remote category. Although not a criterion for the study, each rural school was
also identified as a Title I school (see Table 1).
Table 1
School Information
Participant
Name
(Pseudonyms)

UIL Division
Category

NCES
Geographical
Category

NCES Title I
Status

Ayers

1A Division I

Rural Remote

Title I

Berkeley

2A Division II

Rural Remote

Title I

Canter

1A Division II

Rural Remote

Title I

Escobedo

2A Division II

Rural Remote

Title I

As shown in Table 2, one participant was female, and the other three were male. All
participants held a master’s degree. Three principals had three to five years of teaching
experience before becoming a principal, and Principal Canter had 20 years. Years of experience
in administration were between five and 12 years. Two principals had the same number of years
in the classroom and about the same number of years of administrative experience. Principals
reported two to four years in their current positions, making them relatively new in their current
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positions. Particular interest in the questionnaire was that two of the principals had experience in
an urban or suburban setting, while the other two did not.
Table 2
Participant Information
Participant
Name
(Pseudonyms)

Gender

Ayers

Male

Education

Master of Arts
in Missions
Berkeley
Female Master of
Education in
Counseling
Canter
Male
Master of
School
Administration
Escobedo
Male
Master of
Educational
Leadership
Note. *First year as full-time administrator.

Teaching
Experience
Before
Admin
5 years

Experience
in Admin

Current
Position

5 years

2 years

Experience
in Urban or
Suburban
Setting
Yes

5 years

6 years

2 years

No

20 years

5 years

5 years*

No

3 years

12 years

4 years

Yes

Table 3 highlights each participant’s school profile as well as roles and responsibilities.
In the participants’ descriptions of their roles and responsibilities, all participants mentioned the
role of instructional leader and student discipline (see Table 3). Interestingly, outside of these
common areas, the principal participants varied in their descriptions of their roles and
responsibilities. This variance could be due to the number of students and grade levels under
their care. However, each participant was required to cover various areas that are unique to the
rural principalship.
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Table 3
School Size and Roles and Responsibilities
Participant
# of
# of
Name
Students
Faculty
(Pseudonyms)
and Staff
Ayers
250
38

Grade
Levels
Pre-K–
12

Roles and Responsibilities
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Berkeley

171

25

9–12

Canter

145

32

Pre-K–
12

Escobedo

280

30

5–12

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Instructional Leader
Student Discipline
Financial or Budget Decisions for
Campus
Technology for Campus
Special Populations Coordinator
Data Analysis Coordinator
Coaching
Extracurricular Sponsor
Master Scheduling
CTE Coordinator
Admin on Duty for Athletic Events
Campus Culture or Climate
Run the ARD and 504 Meetings
Under the Coordination of a SPED
Director and 504 Coordinator
English Learners Program Coordinator
Instructional Leader
Student Discipline
Financial or Budget Decisions for
Campus
Hiring or Firing of Faculty and Staff
Instructional Leader
Student Discipline
Coaching
Bus Routes
Instructional Leader
Student Discipline
Financial or Budget Decisions for
Campus
Hiring or Firing of Faculty and Staff
Special Populations Coordinator
Counselor
Data Analysis Coordinator
Extracurricular Sponsor
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Individual Participant Profiles
Principal Ayers. Principal Ayers is the pre-K through grade 12 principal for a 1A
Division I school. He is married, has two children, and has a master’s degree in missions.
Principal Ayers described his leadership style and preferences in the following manner:
My leadership style as a rural principal has been a hybrid with affiliative as a primary.
People are the most important part of our school system, and I feel they need to be
respected and cared for. Secondarily, some of my teachers need directives, others need a
coach, and other teachers need me to stay out of their way. While all my staff needs to
feel important and essential in our school, after that, I try to supply the style of
management that best fits each individual.
Furthermore, his approach to conflict management included the following steps: listening,
contemplating, compromise or discipline, and follow-up.
Principal Berkeley. Principal Berkeley is the 9–12 high school principal for a 2A
Division II rural school. She is married, has five children, and holds a master’s degree in school
counseling. Principal Berkeley described her leadership style and preferences as the following:
I would say I describe as a servant leader. I try not to ask my employees or students to do
anything that I wouldn’t do myself. So, I try to lead by example and step in when needed,
do things that I want others [to] see me do so that they know what I expect of them. I
don’t like to stand off to the side and just simply delegate items to other people to take
care of. So that would, I think that’s the best way, to lead people is by example, for them
to see you in action, basically.
Additionally, her approach to conflict management encompasses the following rules, “Stay calm,
stay open-minded, remember that I/we are not always right, and to be honest.”
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Principal Canter. Principal Canter is the pre-K through grade 12 principal for a 1A
Division II school. He is married, has three children, and holds a master’s degree in school
administration. Principal Canter described his leadership style and preferences as the following:
I like to lead by committee, basically. I like input from my teachers, and my philosophy
on that is that there’s [sic] multiple years of experience that’s sitting in that classroom. I
need to use that and not just be the one that makes all the decisions. I like to get lots of
input from stakeholders before I make decisions.
Moreover, his approach to conflict management included the following process: determine facts,
determine law involved, code of conduct information, teacher/student handbook information,
board policy, etc. that might pertain to the conflict; extenuating circumstances regarding the
conflict; decide an outcome that is best for the situation so it can be resolved if possible; and
documentation of the conflict, parties involved, and resolution.
Principal Escobedo. Principal Escobedo is the grades 5–12 high principal for a 2A
Division II rural school. He is married with a family, and he holds a master’s degree in
educational leadership. When asked about his leadership style and preferences, he responded,
I would say that I like input from the staff. I like to get their advice, their suggestions. I
rely heavily on lead teachers on campus. But at the same time, if there’s a decision that
needs to be made, I will make it. I do take responsibility for everything that happens on
campus. Even if it’s a committee decision, and if it doesn’t go well, then it’s still my
responsibility, but I do like to get their suggestions, and I do like to build a type of a
family culture on campus.
When asked about his approach to conflict management, he offered the following steps: listen,
observe, evaluate, then act.
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Preinterview Questionnaire Findings
While the questionnaire consisted of 13 questions, four of the questions addressed
conflict and conflict management. The first question was an open-ended question asking about
their perceptions of conflict. For the question addressing their perception of conflict, though no
participants used the same wording, two schools of thought emerged. The first thought is that
conflict happens. Related to this idea, participants said, “It’s part of the job,” and “Conflict is
inevitable.” The second school of thought is the idea that conflict is complex and depends on the
situation. For example, Principal Escobedo stated, “It depends on the situation.” Principal Ayers
stated that the reasons and parties varied based on the situations and the personalities of those
involved.
For the question regarding the amount of conflict in a given day, no single response stood
out, showing a potential variance in the participants’ perceptions and maybe contexts. On a scale
of 1 to 5, with 5 being a large amount, two participants selected a rating of 1, the other two
selected a rating of 3 and a rating of 4, respectively. In the next question regarding conflict
management training, three participants reported that they had received conflict management
training. Principal Escobedo reported receiving no formal conflict training. In the final question
addressing the importance of conflict management to the rural principalship, three principals
reported the importance as high (5), and Principal Berkeley selected a rating of 3.
Initial Interview Findings
The initial semistructured interview consisted of 14 open-ended questions asked of each
participant. Each question and the responses to those questions are presented below. However,
the first question (Q1) of the initial interview established background information about each
principal participant and was addressed in the findings participant profile section.
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Question 2 (Q2) asked about a typical day in the rural principalship. While each
participant responded in different ways, they all reported a basic routine. Participant Ayers
greeted students on the elementary side or the high school side, Participant Berkeley took care of
tasks that needed tending to, Principal Canter drove a bus route, and Principal Escobedo checked
his emails and created a schedule for the day. They also reported a sense that things change from
day to day depending on what is going on. Part of that change was due to their roles and
responsibilities.
Question 3 (Q3) stated, “In the questionnaire, you provided the following definition of
conflict. Please tell me more about that.” Principal Ayers provided a detailed response in the
questionnaire that outlined the various types of conflicts and his beliefs of why these conflicts
come about. In Q3, he described himself as “a calmer” and tried to “diffuse conflict to calm the
situation.” Furthermore, Principal Ayers explained that conflict “makes him nervous.” Principal
Berkeley and Principal Canter explained that conflict happens and modeling effective ways to
work through the conflicts is important. Principal Escobedo reported that in a rural setting, there
is always conflict and what he may not see as conflict, others may see as conflict. Additionally,
he stated that when conflict does arise, his job is to “look at the bigger picture” and determine
who is qualified to resolve the issue.
Question 4 (Q4) was a three-part question addressing the various types of conflicts that
arise from their multitude of roles. The question’s first part of addressed intrapersonal conflict
(Q4A), the second part addressed intrapersonal conflict (Q4B), and the last part addressed
organizational conflict (Q4C).
Q4A Intrapersonal. Principal Ayers reported an inner struggle related to his lack of
knowledge in special populations’ needs and services and felt like he “should be doing more” to
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learn about them. Principal Berkeley reported an internal struggle when implementing discipline
decisions and stated, “I always want to make sure I do the right thing, to try to be consistent, and
to do the right thing by the kids and by the parents.” Principal Canter reported an internal
struggle based on the demands and expectations mandated by the Texas Education Agency
(TEA), especially in regard to standardized testing and special population groups such as special
education. Principal Escobedo found himself struggling when he had to “make tough decisions”
pertaining to students and policy. He reported that he “has a soft heart” and wants to give
students second chances, but he also has to remain fair and consistent in discipline decisions.
Q4B Intrapersonal. Each participant spoke to a different aspect of interpersonal conflict.
Principal Ayers mentioned conflict that arises around students and accepting personal
responsibility for actions and consequences. Principal Berkeley discussed conflict that arises
between the principal and parents when disciplinary actions are taken. Principal Canter discussed
disagreements between the principal and the superintendent, and Principal Escobedo discussed
conflict arising among the principal, student, parents, and policy.
Q4C Organizational. Principal Ayers explained that organizational conflict might
include the implantation of new policies or programs. He also mentioned, “treating all the
teachers the same and in the same context.” Principal Berkeley noted that although she did not
necessarily consider it a conflict, there was a discussion between her, the superintendent, and the
other two schools’ administrators: “When we are trying to come to agreements for how to handle
different things … trying to reach the best solution for our kids in our district.” Principal Canter
talked about the conflict that arises between the internal publics and the external publics that
involves bonds, transfer students, and maintaining a sense of community. Principal Escobedo
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explained the conflicts that arise among parents, teachers, administration, and the communication
channels from school to home and home to school.
Question 5 (Q5) referred back to the rating of the amount of conflict in a day and a
request for the elaboration of the rating, as well as where they believe most of their conflict
comes from. Because Principal Ayers and Principal Berkeley marked 1 (the lowest rating) for the
amount of conflict in a day, I asked them to tell me what systems they had in place that alleviate
the amount of conflict they experience in a day. Principal Ayers reported that he tries to build
relationships and treat others with respect, thus, minimizing conflict. Principal Berkeley
explained the importance of modeling expectations and having open, honest conversations with
others. Principal Ayers and Principal Berkeley reported the importance of treating the high
school students like adults to help reduce conflicts. Principal Canter addressed conflict issues
that stemmed from different areas such as personalities, expectations, and policies. Principal
Escobedo reported that scheduling, organization, and parent concerns created conflict.
Question 6 (Q6) extended Question 5 by asking from where their conflict mostly arose.
Principal Ayers and Principal Berkeley mentioned the amount of time spent together by students
and teachers and the varying personalities within the school context. Principal Canter described
the conflict from students and his belief that it stems from home, and they bring what they learn
to school, creating conflict due to behavior. Principal Escobedo mentioned issues with
scheduling, organization, and parent issues. Scheduling and organization were discussed, citing
COVID as a major addition to the stress this year. He also noted that parents appear at school at
various times to discuss issues and concerns.
Participants were asked how they decided to handle conflict when it arises on a daily
basis (Q7). Principals Ayers, Berkeley, and Canter walked through how they handle student
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conflict. Ayers and Canter discussed decisions based on the code of conduct or handbooks.
While Principal Berkeley and Principal Canter explained their approaches to getting to the core
of the issue, they also mentioned students as case-by-case incidents. Principal Escobedo
explained conflict and his approach in a more generalized way: the need to listen to all sides,
determine if it is an issue requiring his input or someone else’s. If he has to make the
determination, he will decide “what’s best for the students is always the number one question
before he makes the decision.”
Participants were asked how conflicts affected them on a daily basis (Q8). Principal
Ayers stated, “If I can at least convince myself that I’m listening to them, I’m outside of it, I’m
trying to be objective, I can much better tolerate the distress that comes from conflict.” Principal
Berkeley explained that the smaller conflicts do not affect her, but the ones that turn into bigger
issues than originally believed cause loss of sleep and worry. She also worries about decisions
made by her, the faculty and staff, and the students. Principal Canter expressed a low level of
distress when dealing with conflicts that “come with the job,” such as teacher or student-related
conflicts. However, he expressed a high level of uncertainty and distress regarding the conflict
between the superintendent and the requirements from the state and TEA. Principal Escobedo
stated that his “stress level goes up” and that he has to “walk around and clear his mind.”
Question 9 (Q9) asked participants to elaborate on their ratings of the importance of
conflict management to their positions. Principal Ayers connected the importance of conflict
management to his prior experience in different roles and the outcomes based on his ability to
deescalate situations. While Principal Berkeley rated the importance of conflict management a 3
out of 5 in the questionnaire, she stressed the importance of conflict management to the
principalship, “If you don’t set a precedence early on how you’re going to handle conflict
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management, especially with junior high and high school, it can go bad really quick.” Principal
Canter conveyed the need to be able to be available and willing to help manage conflict when
conflict arises, regardless of managerial tasks waiting to be completed. Principal Escobedo stated
the need to seek out effective ways to manage conflicts and engage in difficult conversations.
Question 10 (Q10) asked participants to describe a time when navigating conflict went
well. Each participant spoke to the concept of open, honest communication, gathering facts and
looking at all sides of the situation, and patiently working to find a solution. Each example spoke
to the idea of mutual respect and building relationships for effective communication.
Question 11 (Q11) asked participants to describe a time when navigating conflict went
poorly. Principal Ayers explained that his prior experiences in a different field and at a different
school district had shaped his view of poor conflict navigation. He explained that although he did
not feel like it went poorly, quite a bit of conflict arose in determining the steps to reopen the
school this school year because of COVID. Principal Berkeley talked about a time when a
disciplinary decision she made caused a family to file a grievance with the school board, thus
causing a rift in the relationship between her and the student and the family. Principal Canter
referred to a time when he was a first-year teacher who did not have his contract renewed.
Principal Escobedo referred to a time when dealing with a parent who had complained numerous
times about various aspects of their child’s school experience. Principal Escobedo did not
maintain his professionalism, causing the parent to file a complaint against him with the
superintendent, thus crippling the relationship with the parent.
Question 12 (Q12) addressed the responses from the questionnaire about conflict
management training. Although three of the four principals reported having conflict management
training, I asked them to tell me more about their training experiences. Principal Ayers
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mentioned that his training came from a prior field, “It didn’t come from my time in public
education.” He also reported that if he had had any training in conflict management in the
principal certification program, “it was overshadowed in his memory” by his prior training.
Principal Berkeley confided that she received her master’s degree in counseling and that she
relied on that training, and “I remember going through discipline management techniques, but I
don’t really remember specific conflict management.” Principal Canter echoed Principal Ayers’s
and Berkeley’s comments. His training came mainly from another field, and while he is sure he
received some training in his principal coursework, but “a lot of times they were from a legal
standpoint, what legally could get you in trouble … and yeah, very much discipline-oriented.”
Principal Escobedo laughed in affirmation when I reviewed his response of not receiving conflict
management training.
Question 13 (Q13) asked the participants to explain how their conflict training helped or
hindered their ability to navigate conflict. Principal Ayers viewed his training as “positive”
because he feels he is able to “deescalate” situations, provide “calm” environments and
assurances to parties involved. Principal Berkeley attributes her counseling coursework to
helping her “develop her own personal techniques for conflict management.” Principal Canter
stated that his training and experiences from a prior field allowed him to remain calm in
emotionally charged situations, so it allowed him to handle various conflicts. Principal Escobedo
explained that when he was an assistant principal, he struggled with navigating conflict because
of the lack of training, and he viewed conflict negatively, defensively, and personally.
Question 14 (Q14) of the initial interview addressed any important information about
conflict or conflict management that was not addressed in the interview but was felt important to
note. Principal Ayers reflected on the concept of intrapersonal conflict, and though he considered
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himself a reflective person, he had not considered that particular aspect of conflict. Principal
Berkeley spoke to the need for more and intentional conflict training for administrations.
Principal Canter addressed his inner struggle with the demands that did not directly relate to
handling conflict with the students and the teachers and how these other conflicts cause
consideration of attrition. Principal Escobedo echoed Principal Berkeley’s concerns of conflict
management training for administrations. He stressed the need for those who are going to go into
administration to study and train for difficult conversations and seek out professional
development in this area and understanding of building relationships.
Follow-Up Interview Findings
The follow-up semistructured interview consisted of 12 to 14 open-ended questions asked
of each participant. Each question and the responses to those questions are presented below.
However, the first question (Q1) of the follow-up interview was designed to add detail to each
principal participant’s profile and was addressed in the participant profile section of findings.
Question 2 inquired about the participants’ most important role. Principal Ayers believed
his most important role was being a leader in all aspects of the school setting. Principal Berkeley
and Principal Canter reported that supporting and encouraging teachers was their most important
role. Principal Escobedo reported that his biggest role was being an advocate for the students, but
he agreed with Berkeley and Canter that part of taking care of students is “through supporting
teachers.”
Question 3 expanded on Question 2 by asking participants to tell me more about their
role and how they are able to fulfill it and (or) what might hinder them from fulfilling it.
Principal Ayers explained that he works to “empower” those around him to take on areas of
leadership because there are so many responsibilities. However, he also said that time constraints
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challenge the ability to fulfill this role and finding people with the right strengths to share the
responsibilities without assigning added responsibilities and micromanaging his staff. Principal
Berkeley explained, “I try to fulfill it just by knowing about what’s going on in their lives.” She
went on to explain that COVID had affected the teachers differently, and trying to help support
each of them in different ways had proven to be a hindrance to fulfilling her role. Additionally,
she noted geographical locale served as a hindrance, along with technology and curriculum
needs. Principal Canter reported that he relied on his optimism and motivational learning to help
support and encourage his teachers. He reported that the greatest hindrance for his greatest role
was the inability to compensate salaries for the extra duties that his teachers took on. Principal
Escobedo discussed how a rural context allowed for relationship building and knowing each
student. He went on to explain that the biggest hindrances he encountered were being “only one
person” and “push back,” and “sometimes changing somebody’s mindset makes it difficult for us
to reach those students’ potential and their needs.”
Question 4 examined the differences between the rural context and the urban or suburban
context based on answers from the questionnaire. Only two principals had experience in both
contexts. Principal Ayers explained that the urban or suburban context allowed for a definite and
shorter job description. If there were an issue that was outside of his job description, he would
send it to the party responsible. In the rural context, he is the responsible party for all aspects of
the decision-making for his campus. Principal Escobedo noted that the same issues such as
discipline and socioeconomic demographics exist, but the number of discipline issues is less in
the rural context. He also noted that the cultures and the expectations were different between the
two contexts, “In an urban setting, it’s more liberal. In a rural setting, I find that it’s more
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conservative.” Finally, he noted that his experience with the turnover rate in the rural context
was less than that of the urban context.
Question 5 asked about the unique challenges faced related to the rural principalship and
how they approach the challenges. Each principal spoke to a different challenge. Principal Ayers
spoke to the uncertainty of each day and figuring out how to prioritize the school’s demands and
needs and deadlines from the state. His approach to handling the challenges was “striking a
balance and prioritizing people over prioritizing tasks as he’s making priorities.” Principal
Canter touched on the role of the school in family affairs, “It’s happened several times this year
already, and they want you to try to help with some of the family issues that are going on.” He
noted that sometimes he had to tell them that the school was unable to help, but “sometimes you
can help out and help keep peace in the family and keep the kids here and keep them civil and
keep everything move forward.”
Principal Berkeley spoke to the isolation and difficulty of collaboration due to
geographical locale and accessing “worthwhile and beneficial” training. Her way of approaching
this challenge was through building relationships with other schools near her and through
searching for quality web-based trainings. While Principal Berkeley spoke to the lack of
collaboration for administrators, Principal Escobedo expressed the difficulty of securing support
for new teachers, “Our teachers are stretched thin, so I don’t have somebody on campus who can
mentor as well as they can.” Principal Escobedo approached his challenge by “looking at other
districts to see if I can get a mentor from them.”
Question 6 explored the conflicts rural principals experienced and how the participants
navigated those conflicts. Again, each principal brought up different conflicts. Principal Ayers
mentioned three main conflicts, implementation of special programs and accommodations,
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disagreements among people over COVID protocols, and maintaining balance and perspective in
light of the “extremes of one side or the other.” Principal Berkeley addressed new families
moving in from urban settings with different expectations and having conversations with families
about the reasons behind the rules and expectations. Principal Canter talked about the
interconnectedness of various people within the school and outside the school, employees
married to school board members, teachers married to other teachers, etc. Principal Escobedo
stressed, “The biggest things of conflict around here are looking at your resources and really
understanding who can help you and what, who you need to talk to, to fix these conflicts.”
Question 7 asked participants to describe how they navigate (or would navigate) conflict
with the three different groups. The first part of the question addressed the superintendent (Q7A),
the second part of the question addressed the school board (Q7B), and the last part of the
question addressed parents and community members (Q7C).
Q7A Superintendent. Each participant stated that a conversation with the superintendent
would occur, with the hope of discussing the differences of opinion and finding a solution.
However, three of the four participants stated that the superintendent is the final decision-maker.
Q7B Board. Principal Ayers and Principal Berkeley stated that their boards were
approachable, and they felt confident they could engage in healthy conversation to find a
solution if conflicts arise. Principal Canter responded that the board was elected officials and the
final decision-makers. Principal Escobedo reported, “I don’t navigate anything with the board.
That is given to the superintendent.”
Q7C Community and Parents. While each participant used different words to describe
how they navigate conflict with parents and those in the community, they all highlighted the
need to communicate, listen, and find a solution by working together with the other party.
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Question 8 examined each participant’s view and thoughts on conflict. While all
participants reported that conflict can be a positive thing and can help them grow, each had
different approaches to these views. Principal Ayers reported that even though it could make him
uncomfortable, “I think conflict can do some positive things. It can cause you to reevaluate
yourself and grow,” even if it “can be rather intimidating.” Principal Canter stated, “I guess it’s a
positive experience ‘cause I always think if there’s always something to be learned, and I’m
always learning something new.”
Question 9 was specific to the two principals in 2A Division II schools. These principals
were the sole leaders of their campuses, but there were other principals within the school district.
Principal Berkeley and Principal Escobedo expressed a positive working relationship with the
other principals. Principal Berkeley said, “We use each other as sounding boards, to make sure
we’re on the right path and just to kinda keep each other in check and accountable.” Principal
Escobedo explained that he and the K–4 principal have known each other for eight years; their
working relationship began in a former district where he was the principal, and she was his
assistant principal.
Participants were asked to identify one to two things they wished someone had told them
about conflict and conflict management at the beginning of their rural principalships (Q10). Each
participant answered differently, but each echoed the idea that conflict exists and it requires
approaches. Principals Ayers did not identify anything that he wished he had known at the
beginning because of his previous job experiences, “I think I came with all of these tools that I’m
using now to handle and manage conflict.” Principal Canter mentioned the ability to observe,
listen, and let others talk. Principal Escobedo laughingly stated, “That you’re gonna deal with a
lot of it. And nobody cares about your feelings.”
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Participants were then asked what piece of advice about managing conflict that they felt
was important to pass on to other aspiring rural principals and why they felt it was important
(Q11). Principal Ayers offered the following advice, “Keep your personal self out of the
conflicts. You’ll be much more objective, and you’ll be able to sleep at night.” Principal
Berkeley discussed the importance of “listening first rather than jumping right in,” allowing
others to have a voice. Principal Canter and Escobedo emphasized the need to rely on support
systems and networks to make decisions and work through conflicts.
Question 12 asked participants to describe the amount of paperwork connected to their
principalship. All participants expressed frustration with the amount of time paperwork took
away from their other duties at school, as well as having to balance the paperwork load with their
home lives. Principal Berkeley stated,
I hate the paperwork. I mean, I hate it. I truly hate it. Like, it causes anger (laughs). And,
and I say that laughing, but like, and that’s something that the other principals and I have
discussed, is there is so much useless paperwork that I feel like we have to do, that it is
astounding that we don’t get to spend more time with our teachers and our kids because
we are doing these plans and these things that nobody even looks at.
Principal Canter said, “I haven’t even mentioned the special ed paperwork that is required, and
the paperwork for IEP meetings, and 504 students. And (laughs) oh gee. You can go on and on.
You’re buried.” Principal Escobedo admitted, “You do the paperwork after school when there’s
nobody around. I do it on Sundays. There is paperwork, and it is a bunch of it.”
Similar to the initial interview, the follow-up interview ended with Question 14 inquiring
about anything else the principals would like to add about the topic. Principal Ayers addressed
his frustrations with the amount of time and energy required to put order to the various systems,
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programs, and policies within the rural school setting, especially when the prior administrator
was not as structured and organized and the position requires so many roles and responsibilities.
Principal Berkeley expressed a general concern for finding and keeping qualified teachers and
administrators at this point in time and in various settings, not necessarily her school’s setting.
Principal Canter talked about remembering the “why” of the position, especially when dealing
with various types of conflict on a constant basis, making a person weary. Principal Escobedo
explained that the rural context was different from the urban context in that as a rural principal, a
person must be prepared and willing to do any task within the school, “At a rural school, you’re a
blue-collar worker, not a white-collar.”
Themes
In this section, I present the themes that emerged through the findings in the
questionnaires and interview, which address the study’s research questions inquiring about
conflict and conflict management. Through the data coding and analysis of the responses, four
main themes emerged: (a) discord through disruption, (b) decision-making, (c) communication to
manage and conversations to resolve conflict, and (d) returning to equilibrium. Moreover, an
explanation and key quotations are provided for support for each theme presented.
Theme 1: Discord Through Disruption
The theme, disruption through discord, encompasses the various conflicts that arise and
cause disruptions, as well as the disruptions principals face in their rural principalship and the
conflicts generated from these disruptions. These disruptions included things such as internal
strife and disruptions due to interpersonal conflicts that arose from varying parties and entities.
Therefore, the emerging theme highlighted three categories of conflict. These categories were
intrapersonal conflict, interpersonal conflict, and organizational conflict.
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Principals reported experiencing internal conflict based on their decisions about things
such as discipline, communication, etc., as well as the internal struggle with being able to fulfill
their roles and responsibilities. Principal Berkeley recalled, “There are ones [conflicts] that have
caused me to lose sleep at night, unfortunately. You know, when they turn into a bigger deal than
maybe what they were intended to be.”
Principal participants reported that interpersonal conflicts arose throughout their rural
principalship and stemmed from different personalities, parents and students, and sometimes
those in higher administrative positions. They explained that parents come to the school because
of miscommunication or disagreements involving policy or decisions, or when teachers get
frustrated with other teachers, students, and parents, and sometimes the principals find
themselves in conflict with their teachers. Principals used words like “communication,”
“pushback,” and “different personalities” when describing their experiences with interpersonal
conflict.
For organizational conflict, every principal described the overwhelming and frustrating
burden of paperwork, the numerous roles and responsibilities expected of them as the sole
leaders of their schools, and the difficulty in reaching those expectations while supporting the
various groups that make up the organization with the resources available, especially human
capital. For instance, Principal Ayers reported, “I’ve had some conflicts in the implementation of
my special population services, whether or not accommodations are being implemented in the
classroom, whether the right accommodations are in place, things of that nature.” Principal
Escobedo stated, “Manpower, having to coordinate how to cover classes when people leave for
whatever reason, ‘cause you don’t have that many subs.” Interestingly, while some of these
experiences stood alone in one category, several conflicts reported blurred lines of the different
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types of conflict, leading to greater discord. Principal Ayers illuminated the blurred struggle of
the internal conflict with that of the expectations of the organizational setting when he noted,
“It’s kind of that jack of all trades, master of none, but you kind of have to master all of them.”
Theme 2: Decision-Making
The theme, decision-making, can be defined as the participants’ evaluating various
situations and challenges and then deciding the course of action to take. The principal
participants either decided to make a decision to navigate the conflict or not engage in navigating
the conflict. Participants shared how they made a determination of how to navigate conflicts. In
general, participants would identify their approach to conflict management before commenting
on the specific conflict example. Participants commented, “I’ll gather information,” or “Trying
to get to the core of the issue,” or “Gain some insight into what’s causing the conflict.”
Additionally, participants reflected on what they saw as their responsibility with regard to
their role or if others were better equipped to make the decision. Principal Escobedo said,
Is this a decision that I can make? Is this a decision that needs to be made by a
committee? Or is this a decision that needs to be—the monkey needs to go somewhere
else ‘cause I’m not the expert in that.
Sometimes, the principals reported a choice of disengagement based on their perceptions
of role responsibilities and how much agency they have in certain circumstances. For example,
Principal Canter acknowledged, “Whether I agree with it or not, they made the decision and
that’s what I have to enforce.” Principal Escobedo stated, “I don’t navigate anything with the
board. That is given to the superintendent.” These participant quotes highlight the perception of
conflict management in regard to higher-level administration.
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Theme 3: Communication to Manage and Conversations to Resolve Conflict
The third theme covers communication to manage conflict and conversations to resolve
conflict. Communication to manage conflict is about setting expectations and communicating
these expectations to alleviate some potential conflicts. Additionally, communication at the
frontend aids in consistency. Conversations to resolve conflict address the issues and challenges
faced in the heat of conflict and the conflict management approaches for resolution. Two
categories, intentional mitigation and conversations to reach solutions, surfaced from the data
analysis. While intentional mitigation addresses communication and the factors of attempting to
lessen the amount of conflict that could arise, conversations to resolve conflict addresses the way
parties are treated through the conversation process to reach some form of resolution.
Intentional Mitigation. Through intentional mitigation (communication), the
participants explained the ability to manage conflict by intentionally scheduling time to navigate
conflict as it arose, as well as modeling expectations and consistency. Ayers, Canter, and
Escobedo mentioned their morning routines and how their routines played into conflict
management. Principal Ayers reported, “Then things kind of settle into a pattern of going and
checking emails, making sure there aren’t any outstanding emergencies kind of hanging over
from the day before.” Principal Canter added to this idea of scheduling by stating,
When you walk in the building, it’s a matter of putting out all the small fires that seem to
arise in the morning and getting everybody to class and on time and, getting teachers
rounded up in any kind of announcements or anything that needs to be made.
Finally, Principal Escobedo described his scheduling to allow for navigating conflict, “I
do check emails first thing in the morning … I do try to prioritize what’s important for the day,
and I put that on my table, but things change all the time.” He also mentioned, “I’ll never
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schedule anything early in the morning from eight to nine. If a parent has a concern and if it’s
really bad, they’re gonna meet me first thing in the morning, unannounced.”
The other piece to mitigating conflict was intentional modeling and establishing
expectations and consistency. Each participant reported a system to communicating behavior
expectations and their approach to remaining consistent in their approach to navigating various
types of conflict. They discussed the need to communicate expectations, follow through with
their expectations, and remember to remain consistent in their handling of others. However, the
strongest voice of modeling and consistency belonged to Principal Berkeley, who believed, “[It
is] essential for us to provide a good example because they need to know that even as adults, that
we have to handle conflict in a professional way, and in a healthy way.” Additionally, she
emphasized the importance of consistency:
I think it’s pretty important to kinda decide up front how you’re gonna handle things and
try to be as consistent as possible. Let your kids know that you’re willing to work with
them, but you—you are gonna follow through, and you are gonna have a discipline
procedure and follow through with consequences and let them know your expectations
and have them set from the get-go, and not just make up the rules as you go.
While Principal Berkeley described her process thoroughly, each participant spoke to the need to
remain consistent to build trust and establish fairness through conversations.
Conversations to Reach a Solution. By working with self and others to see different
perspectives (conversations), principal participants reported the ability to interact with those in
conflict through listening and talking, establishing a sense of respect and fairness, and working
on problem-solving. All participants touched on the need to establish open communication and
conversations with those, and for those, who were experiencing conflicts. Principals Ayers,
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Berkeley, and Escobedo highlighted the need to listen to parties to hear what they were saying.
Principals Ayers and Canter highlighted the need to help parties view other perspectives and
come to a common understanding of the issue. Principal Ayers referred to it as “personal
responsibility,” while Principal Canter described it as overcoming “tunnel vision,”
Through conversations and goals to find a solution, principal participants stressed the
ability to establish respect and relationships. The interactions and beliefs of each participant
allowed them to touch on the effectiveness of their conflict navigations. Principal Ayers summed
up respect within conflict management by stating,
The concept of treating everybody with respect, treating even younger kids as if they
were older kids, treating high school kids as if they’re adults. I think that that lends itself
toward a much more respectful environment. I find that that ends up minimizing some
conflict between individuals.
When discussing relationships, each principal stressed the need to allow participants a voice to
be heard and the ability to trust the principal and the process of conflict management. Principal
Escobedo offered the following explanation, “When I deal with a situation that’s conflict, I
always try to look at the bigger picture, not just the small picture. I try to see everybody’s point
of view.” Each participant’s descriptions and explanations offered the idea that each person is
important, their voices deserved to be heard, and by offering an open and approachable
environment, the development of respect and relationships through conversation could lead to
positive outcomes. Principal Ayers’s words echoed these thoughts, “It’s not what I thought it
would be as far as the amount of respect that ends up coming back as a result of being consistent
and kind and respectful.”
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Theme 4: Returning to Equilibrium
The returning to equilibrium theme can be defined as returning to a state of calm and
acceptance of one’s abilities and decision-making within the rural principalship. Returning to
equilibrium theme included the categories of self-care, their sense of self, and their sense of
humility. First, each participant acknowledged not only the stresses that come with their
principalships but how they went about incorporating aspects of self-care. Principal Canter
confessed, “I’m putting in an easy 11.5–12-hour day, and whatever happens at the end of that
day, when I walk off my bus, I get my vehicle, and I go home.” Berkeley mentioned, “There are
things that I will work on at home because I feel like it is a priority, and it is important. That stuff
[paperwork] I refuse to take home because it is to me a waste.” Although each participant went
about implementing self-care differently, working out, leaving “unimportant paperwork” at
school, or not taking work home, each one did have one similar technique in place, which was
ensuring that a least a little piece of their time was spent with their families.
The second aspect of returning to equilibrium was being aware of themselves as
managers of conflict and being aware of how they approached various types of conflict-related
situations within their rural principalships. For example, Principal Berkeley stated, “The way you
choose to handle it, and the approach you take and how you handle yourself kinda determines the
outcome.” Principal Ayers stated, “I’m a calmer, so when conflict happens around me, I tend to
diffuse it. I try to calm things down.” Each participant was aware of how they approached
conflict and how the conflict affected them.
The final aspect of returning to equilibrium was the sense of humility found in every one
of the principal participants. Although each participant was the sole leader of their campus, they
all acknowledged the idea of networking, collaborating, and knowing that they do not always get
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it right when it comes to making decisions and navigating through conflict. Principal Ayers
mentioned, “It is more about me as a person and how I think I should treat others.” The most
poignant responses for collaboration and humility came from Principal Escobedo. He affirmed
the importance of relying on others to help, “Because you can’t do this by yourself, and
somebody else has been in your shoes that can help you.” He went on to emphasize the
importance of remaining humble, “At the end of the day, you have to live with that decision, and
that sometimes is hard. Then sometimes you got to go back and admit that that was a wrong
decision, and not everybody does that.”
Summary of the Chapter
Chapter 4 provided a review of the study’s purpose and the research questions that guided
the study. Next, I addressed the research focus and process of the holistic multiple case study,
which included a brief description of the pilot testing, purposive sampling and candidate
selection, the instruments used, and an explanation of the steps used to analyze the data. Each
case context, participant information, data reporting, and cross-case analysis were reported in the
findings section. Lastly, the chapter ended with the themes section. Four themes were identified
and detailed based on the research questions, one theme for RQ1 and three themes for the
combined RQ2 and RQ3 reporting.
Chapter 5 discusses these findings in relation to the research questions and their
relevancy to the cognitive dissonance and organizational culture theories and their implications
for practice. Chapter 5 includes limitations of the study and recommendations for future studies.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Although all principals continue to face increased demands and responsibilities
associated with their positions, the rural principalship adds additional and unique layers to these
challenges. The rural principalship is one of isolation and high demands of the sole leader of the
campus (du Plessis, 2017; Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016). Challenges such as a shortage of
manpower, collaboration, and think-time, may lead to various types of discord (du Plessis, 2017;
Stewart & Matthews, 2015; Wood et al., 2013). Additionally, minimal research about the rural
principalship, and even less addressing conflict and conflict management in connection to the
rural principalship, exists in the scholarly realm (Vestal & Torres, 2016).
The purpose of this qualitative, holistic case study was to examine the experiences of
conflict, the perceptions of conflict management, and how the navigation of conflict occurs in
High Plains Texas pre-K–12 rural school principals. The research was conducted through four
cases identified as rural remote and either a small 2A campus or a 1A campus. Additionally, each
participant was the sole leader of their campus. The intent of this study was to gain a greater
understanding of conflict management practices among these rural principals. Moreover, this
study’s results could provide regional service centers, principal preparation programs, and
superintendents insights into the needs and supports of rural principals.
The following three research questions guided the study.
RQ1. What are rural school principals’ experiences with conflict related to their
principalships?
RQ2. What are rural school principals’ perceptions of conflict management related to
their principalships?
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RQ3. How do rural school principals navigate intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
organizational conflicts on a daily basis?
Four principals completed a preinterview questionnaire and participated in two
semistructured interviews. The questionnaire and interviews were designed to address principal
participants’ experiences, perceptions, beliefs, and processes of conflict and conflict
management. Each participant was emailed transcripts and tables of their information for
verification to ensure accuracy of the data points. Once these steps were completed, data were
coded and analyzed for emerging themes.
This chapter’s purpose is to provide a summary and interpretation of the findings from
the study. Chapter 5 also highlights the implications of the theoretical framework and
implications for practice and discusses limitations and recommendations. Finally, this chapter
includes a reflection and a conclusions section.
Interpretation of Research Findings
The first research question focused on rural principals’ experiences with conflict related
to their role, while Research Question 2 focused on the perception of conflict management, and
Research Question 3 addressed the participants’ navigation of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
organizational conflict. One theme, discord through disruptions, is tied to the first research
question. In respect to Research Questions 2 and 3, two interconnected themes emerged,
decision-making, communication to manage and conversations to resolve conflict, and returning
to equilibrium. Although two themes crossed between the two research questions, different
aspects of the questions were addressed in each research question. Research Question 3 also
included returning to equilibrium as an emerging theme.
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RQ1. What are Rural School Principals’ Experiences With Conflict Related to Their
Principalships?
In this study, the rural school principals experienced conflict as constant interruptions and
chronic challenges, which lead to discord within themselves related to interpersonal and
organizational conflicts. In each case, external conflicts caused the principals internal conflicts.
Part of the internal conflict resulted from the converging diversity of people and expectations
within the rural school setting. Because many different people and many layers of expectations
converge in the rural school setting, principals face different types of conflict. Each principal
provided several examples of the three different types of conflict. Principals expressed the
turmoil between the external pushback from the various parties involved and the internal struggle
of whether or not the principal made the right decision. As Principal Escobedo put it somewhat
laughingly, “You’re gonna deal with a lot of [conflict], and nobody cares about your feelings.”
Principal Ayers talked mostly about the discord he experienced internally and externally
in connection to the needs and services of his special populations’ groups and voiced his distress
at not being able to serve them as well as he felt he should. Principal Canter expressed his
discord between his inner self and interpersonal issues that arose with his superintendent. He
struggled to come to terms with the expectations of a new superintendent who was “data-driven.”
Principal Escobedo struggled with the intrapersonal and interpersonal discord through what he
described as “pushback” and trying to change the mindsets of not just students but parents and
teachers. He also discussed the difficulties of having to fire people and how it was difficult
because he was affecting someone else’s life and livelihood.
Research corroborates these findings by acknowledging the scope and expectations of the
rural principalship and the constant push and pull of the principals from various directions
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(Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). Hocker and Wilmot (2018)
explained communication (or lack of effective communication) and perception are at the heart of
conflict, and oftentimes, perceptions and realities that do not align and those miscommunications
lead to conflict (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; McCorkle & Reese, 2018). It is not surprising that the
principals experienced conflict internally due to the various external factors within their role.
Therefore, although they are similar in experiencing various intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
organizational conflicts, they all experience the discord differently. They have similar internal
battles, but these internal conflicts are different based on the principals’ contexts.
RQ2. What are Rural School Principals’ Perceptions of Conflict Management Related to
Their Principalships?
Participants expected conflict based on their rural experiences within each of their
specific contexts. These rural school principals’ perceptions of conflict management were rooted
in their beliefs about communication, expectations, and decision-making. Another significant
aspect of communication was intentional mitigation, which included scheduling, expectations,
and consistency. The participants intentionally managed conflict by following a “pattern” of
morning routines and setting aside a piece of their day with the understanding of “being
flexible.” They also set expectations for behavior and communication of conflict by being
“upfront,” determining how the conflict was handled from the beginning. Principals also
provided consistency and modeling of expectations.
Perceptions of conflict management also included their beliefs of decision-making.
Principals talked about how they could rely on policies (with interpersonal conflict between
parents and students and the school), but most of the time, they had to go with what they
believed was the best answer. Participants explained the reliance on handbooks, codes of
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conduct, and behavior logs to determine their management, as pointed with replies like, “I’ll go
back to our policy” and “The handbook said” and “The rules were.” However, more often than
not, decisions were also driven by the results of the backstory of the situation and what would be
perceived as the best decision for the situation at hand. As evidenced by the following statements
from Principals Canter and Berkeley: “I’ll try to ask questions to gain some insight into what’s
causing the conflict” and “I think just trying to get to the core of the issue is sometimes the most
important thing.”
Research supports the findings through the perceptions of conflict management. Hocker
and Wilmot (2018), McCorkle and Reese (2018), Sorenson and Goldsmith (1995), and Uzun and
Ayik (2017) explained that communication is the root of conflict and the way out of conflict.
Effective communication and communication that can move people forward occur when parties
are able to find common ground, talk, and be heard (Budd et al., 2020; Fox et al., 2015;
McCorkle & Reese; Uzun & Ayik, 2017). Moreover, each principal participant identified what
they perceived to be the most effective way to manage conflict; they also identified their
anticipated conflicts and worked to mitigate these conflicts through their approaches in
intentional communication and decision-making (McCorkle & Reese; Uzun & Ayik, 2017).
RQ3. How do Rural School Principals Navigate Intrapersonal, Interpersonal, and
Organizational Conflicts on a Daily Basis?
Regarding the principal’s navigation of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and organizational
conflict, each principal identified a process that included decision-making, conversations about
working through conflict, and returning to equilibrium. Decision-making in the navigation of
conflict requires a principal to determine if and how to proceed with navigation. The participants
acknowledged that some instances were beyond their scope of responsibility, and therefore did
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not require their navigation. This was particularly true of decisions made by the superintendent
or the school board: “Whether I agree with it or not, they made the decision, and that’s what I
have to enforce” and “I don’t navigate anything with the board. That is given to the
superintendent.” This was also true in some instances of organizational conflict due to
bureaucracy.
Once the decision is made to navigate the conflict, principal participants identified the
need to develop relationships and remain fair and respectful as they navigated the conversations
that had to take place to help navigate the conflict. In regard to conversations to reach a solution,
the focus was on interpersonal conflict in which the principal participants spoke of helping
parties “see both sides” and allowing for both parties “to be heard.” Each participant emphasized
the significance of allowing others a voice and an opportunity to speak and be heard in conflict
management.
Research supports the findings of decision-making, conversations, respect, and
relationships. These rural principals serve as the sole leader of their campuses, make the majority
of the decisions, and therefore, must know how to navigate conflict effectively to maintain
rapport (Üstüner & Kiş, 2014; Uzun & Ayik, 2017). Whether the principal participants made a
decision to not engage in conflict management or to engage and navigate the different types of
conflict, their reasoning for doing so demonstrated their understanding of different options and
approaches to conflict management (Avgar, 2020; Budd et al., 2020; Ting-Tomey & Oetzel,
2013). Additionally, principals encounter conflict on a daily basis because they interact with
many different groups. Therefore, their abilities build relationships and foster positive
interactions and outcomes through conversations (Mayorga, 2014; Uzun & Ayik, 2017; Vestal &
Torres, 2016).
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The final part of the navigation process centers on the internal conflict that arises and the
process of returning to equilibrium. Within the internal struggle, three areas of relief arose. First,
participants discussed the concept of self-care by “taking walks and working out” or “turning it
off” when with family. Other’s stated, “I get my vehicle, and I go home” and “refusing to take it
home.” Next, principals identified the sense of knowing themselves and their approaches to
situations. Each principal was able to identify their personal approaches to various conflicts and
how they handle themselves within these conflicts. The final and most emphasized piece of
returning to equilibrium was the sense of humility. Each principal discussed the internal struggle
of doing the right thing, making the best decision when the optimal outcome still affects
someone negatively, and admitting when the decision or approach was wrong. The other aspect
of the sense of humility addressed their ability to lean on and rely on others to help them, “use
your experienced teachers” and “somebody else has been in your shoes.”
Internal strife, or intrapersonal conflict, can only be resolved through a change in
behavior, feelings, and beliefs (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018; McCorkle & Reese, 2018; West &
Turner, 2018). Part of this change in behavior and beliefs may be attributed to the participants’
sense of self and humility. McCorkle and Reese (2018) explained that conflict (internal or
external), when viewed as an opportunity to learn and grow, provides an opportunity for
successful navigation. Through successful navigation, or in knowing that they may have made
the wrong decision but are not afraid to admit it and make a change, principal participants were
able to return to a state of equilibrium (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 2019; West & Turner, 2018).
Implications of the Theoretical Framework
This study was guided by two theories, organizational culture theory (OCT) and
cognitive dissonance theory (CDT). Each theory aligned with the study’s findings, allowing for
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validation of the research conducted and providing further support for theories in research.
Organizational culture theory illuminated the connection between the principal and all other
parties that make up the “organization” of the rural context based on the increased visibility and
interaction between the principal, the internal publics, and the external publics on a continuous
basis (Pacanowsky & O’Donnell-Trujillo, 1982; West & Turner, 2018). Each principal spoke
about a diverse culture within their rural context. The rural communities had beliefs,
expectations, and demands that were communicated through traditions, hierarchies, etc. Within
this study, principals discussed various experiences and interactions with the conflict they faced
at the interpersonal and organizational level, with the internal publics (teachers, students,
superintendent) and the external publics (school board, parents, community members).
The second theory that serves as part of this study’s framework, cognitive dissonance
theory (CDT), proved to be the dominant theory. Each principal discussed the difficulties of
balancing their beliefs and ideals with the expectations and responsibilities of their roles as they
navigated the various types of conflict. West and Turner (2018) discussed various ways for
people experiencing cognitive dissonance to return to a state of consonance. For this study, the
concepts of postdecision dissonance and the idea of altering former beliefs and behaviors to align
with what is occurring at the moment emerged.
While each principal felt confident in their roles and leadership, they discussed their
hesitancy and self-doubt after making decisions that caused a great deal of angst between them
and others. Part of these struggles stemmed from the doubt that arose from discipline decisions
and the backlash from parents. Some of the internal discord stemmed from the amount of
paperwork required and the various systems that had to be managed continuously, while another
disequilibrium was derived from the effects of the position on their personal responsibilities and
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home life. Part of their ability to return to equilibrium could be in their ability to create some
boundaries between their work life and their personal life. Moreover, their ability to remember
their “why” of their position and desire to lead and remember they had a support network in the
district or within their peers from other districts helped them to minimize some of that cognitive
dissonance.
Implications for Practice
Principal participants discussed their versions of conflict management. While three of the
participants identified receiving conflict management training, after further inquiry, principals
explained that conflict management training was more about discipline management than
conflict management. Principals lacked formal training in conflict management through their
principal coursework and therefore were required to develop their own through trial and error or
rely on skills acquired from experiences in different fields. Therefore, principals would benefit
from intentional training in conflict management to help with navigating the rural principalship
(Mayorga, 2014; Uzun & Ayik, 2017).
Supported by research and highlighted in this study, another practical implication is to
incorporate remote or online principal communities. Rural and remote principals can be a great
distance from regional support centers and from other districts (Hansen, 2018; Parson et al.,
2016; Stewart & Matthews, 2015; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). Because of the isolation, these
remote or online communities have the potential to allow for rural principals to connect and
build professional networks that help ease the burden of being the sole leader of a campus. These
networks may also provide support for navigating intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
organizational conflict.
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Limitations
Limitations existed in this study. The study’s first limitation was the small sample size,
which consisted of four principals from a specific geographical locale. The intent was to have six
participants, two from each context. Five principals responded with interest in the study, but I
was only able to secure the participation of four principals.
Another limitation in this study was trying to conduct a multiple case study in the midst
of a global pandemic. Because of COVID-19, I was unable to conduct the interviews in person.
Additionally, COVID-19 posed challenges to scheduling due to quarantines, illness, and other
issues that arose from the pandemic. While I was able to complete the study within the
determined timeframe, the time between some interviews spanned six weeks.
Recommendations
Based on the research findings, several recommendations for future studies can be
proposed. First, the rural principalship is multifaceted and requires a great deal of knowledge and
understanding of the various layers within the rural context. Future studies could examine how
principal coursework addresses and prepares principal candidates for the roles and
responsibilities associated with the rural principalship.
The next recommendation is that researchers might wish to expand this study to include
the faculty and staff’s perceptions of principals’ navigation of conflict management. While this
study examined the perceptions and approaches to the rural principal’s conflict management, it
did not look at how other people within the organization viewed the principals’ conflict
management. By looking at others within the organization, researchers may gain insight into the
connectedness of the various parties or the disconnect between the parties in relation to
perceptions of conflict management.
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Since the principals in this study expressed a great deal of cognitive dissonance and a
process to ease their internal strife, another recommendation might consider further examining
rural school principals’ intrapersonal conflict and their abilities to return to equilibrium or their
inability to return to a state of consonance. This approach might provide more insight into how
principals navigate the other aspects of conflict.
Additionally, another recommendation would be to examine suburban and urban
principals’ perceptions of conflict and conflict management. While it is known that rural
principals face unique challenges based on their geographical location and multiple roles and
responsibilities that shape their conflict and conflict management, we do not know if other
contexts would offer similar results.
Finally, researchers may wish to extend this study by examining what, if any, types of
conflict management courses are offered through university principalship courses. Understanding
what is already in place can help determine what needs to be implemented and why. Moreover,
researchers may also want to look at what professional development courses are offered through
local services centers.
Reflection
I have been in education for almost 17 years, and each school context has brought a new
awareness of the ins and outs of the workings of the organization. While there have been
similarities between each experience, differences arose based on location and access to support
systems, and effective navigation of conflict. When I worked in a private school at the beginning
of my career, I faced different challenges than I did when I taught general education
development (GED) classes or served as special education aides, or in my current position as a
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rural schoolteacher who is charged with many different roles and responsibilities without the
benefit of traditional collaboration.
The desire to understand better conflict and conflict management began when I took my
first teaching job in a rural district over five years ago. First, I noticed that the teachers covered a
plethora of “other duties as assigned” responsibilities. Next, I noticed that the principals,
especially in the spring, were continuously absent due to UIL events, including sports, academic
competitions, and other extracurricular activities. I also noticed that tempers could run high, and
the expectations placed on the principals equated to quite a heavy load. I noticed that the support
systems in place could make or break individuals. However, as a teacher, I did not fully
understand the magnitude of the stress the principals of rural schools faced daily and how so
much conflict could come from so many directions.
Through this research, I have gained a new awareness of the time and energy that rural
principals put into managing the principalship and the conflict that goes into the role. Moreover,
it has ignited a passion in me to help future (and present) rural principals receive the conflict
training they deserve and help find ways for rural principals to network. This research study has
also shed light on the need for principals to have strong support networks and a safe place to seek
guidance and a place to vent and regroup.
Conclusion
While the stated purpose of this research study was to examine rural school principals’
experiences and perceptions of conflict and conflict management, my hope was to begin assisting
in filling in the gap of research for rural school principals, especially in conflict management.
This research study provided my participants the opportunity to tell their stories and let their
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voices be heard. Because of their willingness to participate, research can be added to the rural
principalship context.
This research study’s findings aligned with current research studies about the challenges
of the rural principalship, but this study offered more information about the processes and
abilities of the rural principal to navigate the various types of conflict. Interestingly, this study
also revealed that these principals exhibited a great deal of intrapersonal conflict and a great deal
of humility, which allowed them to ease at least some of their dissonance.
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Appendix A: Participant Solicitation Email
Dear ____________:
My name is Tacy Gamel, and I am currently a doctoral candidate at Abilene Christian
University. I am conducting research on the perceptions of rural school principals’ experiences,
practices, and understandings of conflict and conflict management. To qualify, you must be the
sole leader of your campus (excluding the superintendent). Would you be interested in
participating?
Purpose and Participation
The purpose of this qualitative, holistic multiple case study is to examine the perceptions of four
to six High Plains Texas pre-K–12 rural school principals related to the nature of conflict and
conflict management. This research is significant in that it gives voice to the experiences of rural
school principals. The study will include a questionnaire and two virtual interviews; these
interviews will be recorded for data analysis purposes.
The questionnaire will take approximately 5–7 minutes to complete and will come
via SurveyMonkey. The initial interview will not exceed 60 minutes, and the follow-up interview
will take 30–45 minutes. All questions will center on the challenges of rural principalship,
conflicts encountered by rural principals, and conflict management approaches.
Confidentiality and Voluntary Participation
All information elicited from participants in this study will be kept strictly confidential.
Pseudonyms will be used for participants and locations. Only the researcher will know the
identifiers of the participant. I will keep all records of interviews in a safe place to which only I
will have access. Participation in this study is voluntary and confidential. You may leave the
study at any time with no questions asked and no negative repercussions.
Contact Information
If you have questions about the research study, you may contact me at xxxxxxxxxx or
xxxxx@acu. If you are unable to reach me or wish to speak to someone other than the lead
researcher, you may contact Dr. xxxxx at xxxxxxxxxx or xxxxx@acu.edu. More general
questions regarding the rights of subjects in research or to confirm the legitimacy of this study
can be directed to ACU’s Chair of the Institutional Review Board and Executive Director of
Research, xxxxx, PhD. Dr. xxxxx may be reached at 320 Hardin Administration Bldg., ACU
Box 29103 Abilene, TX 79699. In addition, she may be reached by phone at xxx-xxx-xxxx or by
email: xxxxx@acu.edu.

Your collaboration and willingness to participate, if you decide to do so, are greatly appreciated.
Sincerely,
Tacy Gamel
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Appendix B: Rural School Principal Preinterview Questionnaire
Assurances
I appreciate your time in helping me explore rural principals and their experiences with conflict
and conflict management. Please note that this process is voluntary, and you may withdraw from
the study at any time. The following questionnaire should take 5–7 minutes.
General Questions
1. How many years have you been in administration?
2. Do you have experience as a principal in an urban or suburban setting?
3.

How many years did you teach before moving into administration?

Current Assignment Questions
1. How many years have you been in your current position?
2. Are you the sole leader of your campus (excluding the superintendent)?
3. What grade levels do you oversee?
4. How many faculty and staff do you oversee?
5. How many students do you serve?
6. What roles are you responsible for? Please select all that apply.
a. Instructional Leader
b. Financial or Budget Decisions for Campus
c. Hiring or Firing of Faculty and Staff
d. Technology for Campus
e. Special Populations Coordinator
f. Counselor
g. Testing Coordinator
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h. Data Analysis Coordinator
i. Coaching
j. Extracurricular Sponsor
k. Bus Routes
l. Other: Please specify
Questions Regarding Conflict and Conflict Management
1. What is your perception of conflict?
2. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the least and 5 being the highest, how much of your day
would you say involves conflict?
3. Have you had any training related to conflict and conflict management?
4. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the least and 5 being the highest, how important is
conflict management to the rural principalship?
Contact Information
First Name
School
Preferred Email Address (This email address will be used for the remainder of the study.)
Phone Number (To be used only in the event we are disconnected during interviews.)
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Appendix C: Established Questions for Initial Interview Protocol
Time of Interview:
Date:
Place:
Participant Pseudonym:
Describe the Research
Thank you again for meeting with me. I appreciate your time in helping me explore rural
principals and their experiences with conflict and conflict management. Remember that this
process is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time. Also, if you become
uncomfortable or wish to stop once the interview begins, you are more than welcome to stop and
drop from the research study with no questions asked and no negative repercussions. I will be
video and audio-recording the interview and transcribing the information. You will have the
opportunity to view the transcripts from your interviews. Are you agreeable to proceed with the
interview?
Interview Guide
1. Tell me a little bit about yourself.
2. Talk me through a day in the life of a rural principal?
3. In the questionnaire, you provided the following definition ______. Please tell me more
about that.
4. I see from your questionnaire that you serve in a multitude of roles. Which of your roles
do you find the most conflict arising from? There are three areas that I am looking at with
this question:
a. Intrapersonal—conflict within self;
b. Interpersonal—conflict with others, and
c. Organizational—conflict within the organization.
5. On the questionnaire you completed, you marked _____ for how much of your day
involves conflict. On a daily basis, where do you believe most conflict arises?
6. When you meet with conflict on a daily basis, how do you decide how to handle it?
7. In what ways do you believe conflicts related to your position affect you on a daily basis?
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8. On the questionnaire you completed, you rated the importance of conflict management to
your position as ____. Please tell me more about that.
9. Tell me about a time that navigating conflict went very well?
10. Tell me about a time that navigating conflict went poorly?
11. Please tell me more about your experiences with conflict training. What types of training
have you received, and when and where did you participate in the training?
12. In what ways do you believe your conflict management training has helped or hindered
your ability to navigate conflict?
13. Based on the questions I have asked you, and the conversation we have had, is there
anything else you would like to add to our conversation? Is there anything that we
haven’t talked about that you believe is important to this topic?
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Appendix D: Established Questions for Follow-Up Interview Protocol
Time of Interview:
Date:
Place:
Participant Pseudonym:
Describe the Research
Thank you again for meeting with me. I appreciate your time in helping me explore rural
principals and their experiences with conflict and conflict management. Remember that this
process is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time. Also, if you become
uncomfortable or wish to stop once the interview begins, you are more than welcome to stop and
drop from the research study with no questions asked and no negative repercussions. I will be
video and audio-recording the interview and transcribing the information. You will have the
opportunity to view the transcripts from your interviews. Are you agreeable to proceed with the
interview?
Interview Guide
1. Describe your leadership style or preferences as a rural principal.
2. What do you consider to be your most important role as a rural principal?
3. Referring to what you feel is your most important role as a rural principal, can you tell
me more about this role and how you are able to fulfill it? And what hinders you from
fulfilling it?
4. For participants who have experience in the urban or suburban setting.
I see from the questionnaire that you have experience in both the urban and suburban area
and the rural setting. Please describe the top differences between these two settings.
5. What are some unique challenges you have faced related to your rural principalship?
How have you approached these challenges?
6. What are some conflicts you have experienced as a rural principal?
7. In our first interview, you mentioned how you navigate conflict that involves your
students and your staff. Please tell me about how you navigate conflict (or would
navigate conflict) you may encounter:
a. With your superintendent?
b. With the board?
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c. With parents and community members?
8. Describe your view of conflict. Do you view it as a positive or negative thing? Why?
9. For those who have other administrators in their districts: Please describe your
relationship with the other administrators in your district.
10. What is/are 1 or 2 things you wished someone would have told you at the beginning of
your rural principal career about conflict and conflict management in relationship to your
role as principal?
11. What is one piece of advice about managing conflict you would offer to a principal
candidate wanting to become a rural school principal, and why is this piece of advice
essential for them to know?
12. If paperwork load is not mentioned: Tell me about the paperwork connected to your
position.
13. Based on the questions I have asked you, and the conversation we have had, is there
anything else you would like to add to our conversation? Is there anything that we
haven’t talked about that you believe is important to this topic?
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Appendix E: Alignment of Questionnaire and Interview Questions to Research Questions
Research Questions
Q1. What are rural school
principals’ experiences with
conflict related to their
principalships?

Questionnaire

Initial Interview
Talk me through a day in the
life of a rural principal.
I see from your questionnaire
that you serve in some/a
multitude of roles. Which of
your roles do you find the
most conflict arising from?
(Within self, others, and
organization).
On the questionnaire you
completed, you marked
_____ for how much of your
day involves conflict. On a
daily basis, where do you
believe most conflict arises?
Tell me about a time that
navigating conflict went very
well?

Follow-Up Interview
What are some unique
challenges you have faced
related to your rural
principalship? How have you
approached these
challenges?
What are some conflicts you
have experienced as a rural
principal?
*If principals have
experience in more than the
rural setting, I will be asking
the principal to describe their
perceived top three
differences between the
settings.
What do you consider to be
your most important role as a
rural principal?

Tell me about a time that
navigating conflict went
poorly?
Q2. What are rural school
principals’ perceptions of
conflict management related
to their principalships?

Q3. How do rural school
principals navigate
intrapersonal, interpersonal,
and organizational conflicts
on a daily basis?

How do you perceive
conflict?

On the questionnaire you
completed, you rated the
importance of conflict
management to your position
as ____. Please tell me more
about that.

What is one thing you
wished someone would have
told you at the beginning of
your rural principal career
about conflict and conflict
management?

Have you had any training
related to conflict and
conflict management?

In what ways do you believe
your conflict management
training has helped or
hindered your ability to
navigate conflict?

What is one piece of advice
about managing conflict you
would offer to a principal
candidate wanting to become
a rural school principal?

On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1
being the least and 5 being
the highest, how much of
your day would you say
involves conflict?

In what ways do you believe
conflicts related to your
position affect you on a daily
basis (personally and
professionally)?

Referring to what you feel is
your most important role as a
rural principal, can you tell
me more about this role and
how you are able to fulfill it?
(Or what hinders you from
fulfilling it?)

On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1
being the least and 5 being
the highest, how important is
conflict management to the
rural principalship?

When you meet with conflict
on a daily basis, how do you
decide how to handle it?
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Appendix G: Coding Matrices for Research Questions
RQ1: What are rural school principals’ experiences with conflict related to their
principalships?
Theme
Discord Through Disruptions

Category
Intrapersonal Conflict
&
Interpersonal Conflict
&
Organizational
Conflict

Evidence
Recently I had to discipline a student, and her parents did
not agree. They came to me numerous times asking me to
change my mind for the way that we handled the
consequences. Of course, we did everything by the
handbook, and they ended up filing a grievance,
essentially, and took it to the school board. The school
board sided with—with the administration, with us, um,
because we did follow the handbook and did everything
we were supposed to. The consequences of the discipline
were upheld.
It was just that it was one of those where you questioned
what you were doing because of the way the parents were
so unhappy. And, um, and I think that it had a lasting
impact on now, the relationship between me and the
student and me and the parents, because of the way that
it—that it essentially ended.
The superintendent still favored my decision, but it did not
better that relationship with that parent and me.
There was, there was a great deal of conflict about figuring
out how to reopen our school and what the best course of
action would be in that regard between, um, the school
administration and school board, parents. I mean,
everybody had their own idea.
I think we find ourselves doing a lot of jobs that probably
others don’t. [At] any time you might find a principal or a
superintendent out, picking up trash, mowing lawns, taking
care of things that typically you might not see—driving
buses.
I think between kids, between adults, and then even
between kids and adults, um, you’re going to run into
conflict to where people don’t agree, they have different
opinions.
Conflict—it’s difficult because everything in a rural
school, there’s so much—you can go from there’s an issue
with parent and teacher conflict. There were issues with
athletics, in the school. There’re issues with facilities in the
community. There is so much conflict that it is hard for me
to state what is conflict, and what I assume is not conflict,
somebody else says it is.
I’m really struggling with the things that Austin wants you
to do, and how TEA judges your schools, or rates your
schools, and the things that they want you to do to follow
the data, and I don’t necessarily always believe that they
take into account the social economic status, what the kids,
where they’re at, where their parents are at, the things
they’re going through.

115
There’re other times where I question myself and think,
was that the right thing to do? Should I have handled that
differently? Um, did I jump to conclusions, or did I act too
quickly and not think about it long enough? I think that’s
probably where I struggle the most, is just probably with
discipline and how we handle parents.
Multitiered systems of supports with leading into special
education and both the English learner program, I don’t
know as much about them as I want to know about them,
so they both make me feel like I should be doing more. I
should be reading more. I should be taking in more
information, so I kind of have this internal conflict going
on about the programs that I haven’t spent enough time, or
at least that I feel like I haven’t spent enough time
exploring and learning about.
The superintendent is very data driven and just looks at the
numbers and the facts and wants to know why we’re not
doing better, so we have a lot of conflict. It’s causing
morale problems with my staff, and I feel my job is to be
that buffer zone between the upper level of management in
the school, and my staff, my teachers. …I’m trying to take
care of my staff and keep the morale up, which because of
all the other stuff that’s going on this year is already
getting hammered pretty hard, and then yet they’re still
being forced from our upper level, to meet certain criteria
and standards.
There’s conflict between that because the child’s father is
also on the school board, and it’s really easy for me to
bend the rules because of all that, but I didn’t, and I held it,
and there was conflict.
We do have to pull those kids in from other communities,
and so we do have some conflict within the community of
well, those aren’t our kids.
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RQ2: What are rural school principals’ experiences with conflict related to their
principalships?
RQ3: How do rural school principals navigate intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
organizational conflicts on a daily basis?
Theme
Decision-Making

Category

Subcategory

Evidence
I have to first listen to both sides.
I’ll try to ask questions to gain some insight into what’s causing the
conflict.
Trying to get to the core of where the conflict is arising through.
Sometimes they just need somebody to talk to. So, I think just trying
to get to the core of the issue is sometimes the most important thing.
I look at it like, is this a decision that I can make? Is this a decision
that needs to be made by a committee? Or is this a decision that
needs to be ... the monkey needs to go somewhere else ‘cause I’m
not the expert in that.
Now if I have to make a decision, what’s best for students is always
the number one question before I make a decision.
I feel like if I have a difference of opinion, I’ll state what I think, and
it, it’ll be heard, but ultimately the decision is not mine to make. I’ll
carry out whatever the superintendent tells me to do. So long, so long
as it’s not morally questionable or something.
I’ll argue my point, but then when she’s made her decision, it’s her
decision. And that’s the direction that we go on.
The decision that’s being made is best for students.
I don’t navigate anything with the board. That is given to the
superintendent. If there’s a problem, I tell the superintendent here’s
the issue and then he just gets mine because now it’s between him,
the boss, my boss is the superintendent. As long as I keep it that way,
I can’t go wrong. It’s when I go directly to the board, that’s when
I’m overstepping the superintendent.
But communication is the key to conflict resolution with parents.
Whether I agree with it or not, they made the decision, and that’s
what I have to enforce.

Communication
to Manage and
Conversations to
Resolve Conflict

Intentional
Mitigation

Scheduling
&
Modeling
Expectations
and
Consistency

I’ll never schedule anything early in the morning from eight to nine
‘cause those are when ... If a parent has a concern and if it’s really
bad, that they’re gonna meet me first thing in the morning,
unannounced. A lot of it is just scheduling and understanding how
your schedule is going to work in a rural school.
Then things kind of settle into a pattern of going and checking
emails, making sure there aren’t any outstanding emergencies kind
of hanging over from the day before.
I will tell you, to be a rural principal, you have to schedule your time
and be very flexible. I will tell you that what day is normal to me is I
do check emails first thing in the morning.
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I do try to prioritize what’s important for the day, and I put that on
my table, but things change all the time.
When you walk in the building, it’s, it’s a matter of putting out all
the small fires that seem to arise in the morning and getting
everybody to class and on time.
So, I always try to figure out to make sure that kids are in class and
also are we utilizing as much of the classroom that we can? And if
there is scheduling conflicts, can we get to all our core classes before
we leave to these games or these activities?
I think conflict management is pretty important.
How you teach your students to handle conflict. [It is] essential for
us to provide a good example because they need to know that even as
adults, that we have to handle conflict in a professional way, and in a
healthy way. I think that’s good for them to see that, for us to model
that, and teach them how to do that.
It’s pretty important to kinda decide up front how you’re gonna
handle things and try to be as consistent as possible.
You have to be able to see both sides and, kinda ride that fence line
and not pick one side or the other until you have all the facts to help
with the conflict resolution.
Part of my job is to resolve that conflict, to let them know that they
are individuals, and their abilities or their circumstances, are
different than what one of their classmates might be.
In fifth grade through ninth grade, we do more communication with
parents, but as they get older, we do try to teach our students that,
yeah, it is time to start getting a little bit more responsible and let
people know.
Conversations
to Reach a
Solution

Respect and
Fairness

It’s not what I thought it would be as far as the amount of respect
that ends up coming back as a result of being consistent and kind and
respectful.

&
Relationships

The concept of treating everybody with respect, treating even
younger kids as if they were older kids, treating high school kids as
if they’re adults. I think that that, that lends itself toward a much
more respectful environment. I find that that ends up minimizing
some conflict between individuals.
I think it would be equity, treating all the teachers the same and in
the same context. Not that one would be treated preferentially, or if a
teacher wants a new classroom, or if a teacher needs new resources,
that it wouldn’t just be offered to the one teacher, it will be made
available to everybody.
It makes a huge difference when they know that they’re gonna be
heard.
I think with the teachers, they have a lot of autonomy in their
classroom. I don’t try to micromanage them.
I believe they’re excellent teachers, to have enough freedom to do
what they feel is best with their students ‘cause they’re all the
experts in their fields. I think that helps.
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When I deal with a situation that’s conflict, I always try to look at the
bigger picture, not just the small picture. I try to see everybody’s
point of view.
Listen, observe, evaluate, and then act.
The relationships are a lot stronger because you’re that same guy
they’d seen forever, and there’s [are] only a few kids, you can’t
really hide.
When the students feel comfortable coming to you when there is a
problem, or they have a teacher they feel comfortable going to,
because I think our teachers have wonderful relationships with them.
A place where people feel at least safe enough to speak openly.
Returning to
Equilibrium

Self-Care
&
Sense of Self
&
Sense of
Humility

I sometimes, I do have to walk around and get ... clear my mind but
that’s for the stress. At least once a week, you’re gonna find me
walking.
I’m putting in an easy 11.5–12-hour day, and whatever happens at
the end of that day, when I walk off my bus, I get my vehicle, and I
go home.
There are things that I will work on at home because I feel like it is a
priority, and it is important. That stuff [paperwork], I refuse to take
home because it is to me a waste.
I do workout every morning.
I will typically turn it off for the time that I have with my family and
for dinner, and then I’ll turn it back on after my kids go to bed.
I do make mistakes, and sometimes being so bold and brazen about
acknowledging who and what I am can be rather intimidating.
I think conflict can do some positive things. It can cause you to
reevaluate yourself and grow.
The way you choose to handle it, and the approach you take and how
you handle yourself, kinda determines the outcome.
I’m a calmer, so when conflict happens around me, I tend to diffuse
it. ... I try to calm things down.
At a rural school, you’re a blue-collar worker, not a white-collar.
It is more about me as a person and how I think I should treat others.
Because you can’t do this by yourself, and somebody else has been
in your shoes that can help you.
At the end of the day, you have to live with that decision, and that
sometimes is hard. Then sometimes you got to go back and admit
that that was a wrong decision, and not everybody does that.
When I’m making the decision, what’s best for all students, not just
one. And then, I just do it. I just make that decision, and then,
knowing that you’re not gonna be liked by some.

